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ABSTRACT
MATERIALIZING TRANSFER:
WRITING DISPOSITIONS IN A CULTURE OF STANDARDIZED TESTING
SEPTEMBER 2017
LISHA DANIELS STOREY, B.A., AGNES SCOTT COLLEGE
M.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Donna LeCourt

This research begins with questions about transition and transfer—about the
dimensions of writing happening across and in between contexts. As a writing teacher
and writing center worker, I endeavor to help students make their own writing
experiences, values, and attitudes a site of inquiry as they move in and out of different
educational spaces. Motivated by these interests, and informed by materialist perspectives
that situate writing education in material conditions and relations, I conducted an
interview study of thirteen college writers to explore their values, attitudes, and beliefs
about writing within a culture of standardized testing. In doing so, I engaged with
theories of writing-related transfer in composition to better understand how prior writing
contexts shape these writers’ lives.
My analysis of these students’ talk about their writing in high school and college
shows that transfer involves more than current sociocognitive and sociocultural
approaches account for. Focusing my analysis on participants’ perceptions of the writing
process, seen through the lens of labor and affect, I use and modify a Marxist conception
of alienation to examine the relation with the work of writing that circulates in students’
ix

talk about writing in school, and specifically testing, contexts. What emerges in this
analysis is a view of the affective dimensions of alienation that accounts for the ways
these writers relate with the work of writing, and how that relation, as an embodied
disposition, can play a part in other writing contexts. Seeing alienation as an embodied
disposition, part of students’ transition into new writing contexts, my project contributes
a social material theory of transfer that allows composition to account for prior contexts
for writing knowledge, contexts shaped by a number of material conditions. Using this
understanding of alienation as disposition, I consider the implications of my analysis
about participants’ relations with the work of writing for the writing economy of the 21st
century.
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CHAPTER 1
STUDENT WRITERS IN A CULTURE OF STANDARDIZED TESTING

Working in the writing center as both a tutor and as Assistant Director, I’ve
collaborated with many writers on a variety of writing projects in various stages of the
writing process. Since writing centers are generally sites of writing instruction outside of
or between particular classrooms, they’re places where talk about writing can focus on
and around a particular writing task or project—that is, talk can encompass the specifics
of the project, related practices and processes, and the conditions of writing—but it often
also includes writers’ language, literacy, and writing histories, affective dimensions of
writing, and everyday conversation. A conversation about a response essay for a firstyear writing course, for example, may cover specific brainstorming or revision strategies,
but it may also involve a student talking about feeling that they’re not a good writer, or
explaining how they used to love writing in elementary school but then grew to dislike it
in high school. I sometimes encounter these “extra-textual” or affective aspects of
students’ writing lives in the course of teaching, but have found the one-to-one
conversation of the writing center a particularly rich site for this talk (Boquet; Harris).
More importantly for my purposes here, working with writers moving among a variety of
courses allows me to see experiences, processes, and questions across different contexts
(beyond just my classroom), accumulating my own collection of anecdotal trends or
similarities: student writers who are focused on writing a “thesis statement” or an outline,
but are unfamiliar with or resistant to generative writing; writers resistant to revising their
argument or structure after the draft is finished, even if they have written themselves into
1

a different argument than what they started with; writers struggling to understand openended writing prompts, trying to determine the question(s) they need to answer.
These anecdotes are fairly common in talk about writing centers, and I had often
wondered why this emphasis on structure seemed such a common concern for students.
The anniversary of the passage of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act turned these
into questions for inquiry. In the fall of 2011, a regional writing centers association
conference circulated a call for proposals looking at the role and the work of writing
centers in relation to the ten-year anniversary of the September 11 attacks. I was working,
as Assistant Director, with a small group of undergraduate tutors interested in putting
together a proposal for the conference, and our brainstorming conversations led us to
realize that NCLB (passed by Congress in 2001, signed into law in 2002) shared a tenyear anniversary with that of September 11, 2001. In the decade since the passage of this
law, the educational landscape had shifted such that high-stakes standardized testing
resonated with each of us, even before conducting any formal investigation or inquiry.
There was a felt sense of NCLB and standardized testing’s significance from our own
learning experiences and tutoring work, as well as from, to draw from Raymond
Williams, the structures of feeling around testing and public education in the United
States. In other words we shared from our lived experience a negative appraisal of these
changes, and this motivated us to investigate the impacts of standardized testing on
writing center work. What, we wondered, was the nature of its impact on the educational
experiences of the writers we encountered in the writing center? Did the presence of
standardized testing as a common feature of public education in the U.S. amount to some
degree of shared background or experience for many of our writers? Should writing
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centers account for this shift in educational policy and practice in our work with writers?
What would we be accounting for if we did? Were writers’ perceptions and practices
impacted by their experiences with standardized testing and related instruction under
NCLB? If so, how?
This initial inquiry allowed me to generate questions around my experiences in
the writing center situated within an educational culture so marked by standardized
testing and its competing informing logics of accountability and standardization. I was
motivated to re-see my work with student writers, in the writing center as well as in the
writing classroom, within the context of a decade’s worth of standardized testing and its
impact on writing education. Common writing issues, considered in light of this context,
became promising sites for further inquiry: students’ over-reliance on the five-paragraph
essay format, their resistance to revision, or their struggle to interpret writing prompts.
While these are not necessarily new issues for writing education, I wondered if situating
them within the existing educational landscape could reveal different features or offer
ways of understanding them, and whether these could generate additional approaches to
writing instruction. I wanted to know whether this view of testing’s impact on
education—and through primary and secondary writing education, its impact on student
writers—could provide different ways for me to see students’ writing processes but also
their attitudes toward writing. Issues that have long been of concern for writing teachers
and writing center workers, for example, students’ declarations of hatred and love of
writing, or their willingness, or reluctance, to see themselves as writers, may, I surmised,
be accounted for (and thus addressed) differently as they are produced within a shifting
educational landscape where testing plays a bigger role than it may have 20 years ago.
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We developed a pilot study for the 2011 conference, in which we conducted an
informal survey of writers who visited the writing center, asking them about their
perceptions of the importance of a college education, the features of successful writing,
and their writing processes. Much of our focus here was on “how standardized testing
may have engendered ‘high stakes’ attitudes toward writing” (Garabedian et al), and we
looked at how the conditions animating NCLB—based on neoliberal approaches to
education policy and practices—might be reflected or present in students’ perceptions,
from choosing a college to the amount of time they spent (or had available to spend) on
writing assignments. From the survey, we learned about some material conditions that
may impact writers’ processes, though without additional data we weren’t able to
examine possible connections with factors shaping the education landscape. We also
gained insight into the qualities that participants attributed to “good writing,” things like
grammar, organization, structure, and “flow.” We saw a potentially heavy emphasis on
form and structure, but did not have any way to connect it to writing or writing
instruction related to standardized testing. The survey provided an interesting snapshot,
but didn’t help me understand some of the issues connecting my work to the project:
what was animating or informing the “over-reliance,” the “resistance,” the “struggle”
noted above.
The questions generated in and from this pilot study reflect questions and
concerns of other composition teachers and scholars. Standardized testing’s impact on
writing and writing instruction in the United States—also known as washback
(Behizadeh and Pang 26)—has been of interest for education and writing education
researchers (Au, Applebee and Langer, Behizadeh and Pang, McCarthey, Murphy), but
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less is known about this impact for students beyond practitioner suspicions emerging
from instructional experiences. A recent piece published on the Chronicle of Higher
Education website and circulated via the WPA (Writing Program Administrators)
listserve conveys some of these familiar suspicions. Here, a college writing instructor
pens an open letter to his students lamenting the large number of “basic” five-paragraph
essays they have submitted for an assignment asking them to “write an essay explaining
which is better, cats or dogs.” Though the students’ writing overall was “fairly clear and
the paragraphs mostly focused,” the instructor points out that students failed to “engage
thoughtfully with ideas” in these formulaic essays. Instead of acting on the freedom of
topic and organization proffered by this assignment, a contrast with the conditions of
high-stakes testing, the students produced “the kind [of essays] your high-school teachers
told you to write for college-entrance exams.” This instructor sees in his students’ writing
a failure, whether inability or unwillingness, to venture toward the freedom of his essay
assignment, and attributes this failure to overworked high school teachers shackled by
“administrative and legislative domination,” and to students’ experiences’ in the
“wasteland of testing” (Leonhardy). The circulation of this text—its publication on this
website as well as the responses it has received—speaks to composition’s awareness that
prior instruction and experiences have consequences for student writers, and thus for
postsecondary writing teachers. However, teachers and researchers are still working to
understand and articulate these consequences. As Todd Ruecker argues, composition
needs more research on students’ transition from secondary to postsecondary contexts,
research that attends to the “particular histories” students carry as they move through
other locations of writing (109). These histories are “continually shaped by [these]
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educational and non-educational locations,” which are in turn shaped by a number of
forces – internal, external, ideological and material (109, 91).
Situated in between locations of writing, writing center workers are necessarily
concerned with the contexts shaping students’ experiences, perceptions, and practices,
however there has not been as much research on the context of a testing culture, or what
Soliday and Trainor, drawing on anthropological scholarship, refer to as “audit culture”
(127). Interest in student writers’ perceptions and practices within audit culture is
emerging in sites beyond the writing center. In recent work on writing-related transfer,
Yancey, Robertson and Taczak have theorized standardized testing’s contribution to
students’ “point of departure,” the lens through which “students [see] themselves as
writers” and which serves as a “primary point of reference as they begin college
composition” (105). Elizabeth Wardle has drawn from Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of
dispositions and habitus to consider standardized testing as part of the “answer-getting
dispositions” of both educational systems and individual students, a disposition that may
shape college writers’ ability or likelihood of creatively repurposing writing knowledge
and practices to explore difficult or complex problems (“Creative”). Working from a
Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) perspective, Soliday and Trainor have
investigated how the technologies of audit culture operate in writing education at the
postsecondary level. They look at how teachers and students across the disciplines
struggle with the tension of transparency and regulation in outcomes-based education,
whose tools include “rubrics, evidence-based assessments, and statements of student
learning outcomes” (127).
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While these studies have theorized that being educated within such an “audit
culture,” in which educational institutions enact “answer-getting dispositions,” has an
effect on students’ writing and the ways they see themselves as writers, I believe we need
more research into how students describe their writing experiences, and how those
experiences have helped construct views of writing that impact their postsecondary work.
Coming away from the pilot study, then, I wanted to explore in more depth students’
values and attitudes around writing and their writing processes within this culture of
standardized testing. I began by looking to research that could provide tools for guiding
my inquiry, and found promising composition’s recent engagement with writing-related
transfer. In composition and writing studies, transfer research focuses on how prior
writing experiences, knowledge, practices, and/or skills impact writing in other contexts.
This research seemed useful in its attention to “writing across contexts” (Yancey,
Robertson and Taczak) rather than within the space of a particular writing classroom;
however this research tended to focus more on the transfer, transformation, or
repurposing of writing knowledge, skills, or practices rather than attending to the
attitudes and processes that also shape students’ work. Further, much of this research
focused on writing within postsecondary contexts, for example, students’ movement from
first-year writing (FYW) courses to writing in other college courses, or their movement
from college writing to writing in professional contexts. By highlighting the secondarypostsecondary relation, then, I seek to engage and build on this research in order to bring
values and attitudes into view.

7

Studying Writing-Related Transfer
Research on writing-related transfer in composition has increased since Elizabeth
Wardle’s call in 2007 for more theoretical and empirical engagement with “the issue of
transfer” (“Understanding” 66). That same year, Anne Beaufort also argued that the
question of transfer from college writing was getting “too little attention in conceptions
of writing curricula” (6). Since the publication of Wardle’s and Beaufort’s texts, transfer
has become a “significant new strand in writing studies research and debate” (Beaufort
2012), in which composition scholars seek to research and theorize—as well as articulate
to other stakeholders—what had previously been assumed: that “people seem to learn to
write by transferring knowledge and abilities from one discourse to another . . . from one
situation to another situation, all the time” (Smit 132). This substantial increase of
interest in writing-related transfer is evidenced by a 2012 special issue of Composition
Forum on transfer, the 2013 Elon Conference “Critical Transitions: Writing and the
Question of Transfer,” and the 2016 publication of Critical Transitions: Writing and the
Question of Transfer. Transfer research is generally organized around understanding how
prior writing experiences, knowledge, practices, and/or skills affect writing in other
contexts. I found this a potentially useful framework because its orientation toward
writing in multiple contexts provides a way of seeing how prior experiences of writing
impact writers and writing in other contexts. However, despite engaging sociocultural
and activity theory frameworks for understanding writing and transfer, composition’s
engagement with transfer largely retains knowledge-based conceptions within
postsecondary contexts. In other words, although “transfer” is treated as a complex
phenomenon, this complexity still refers to development and repurposing of knowledge
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and skills, while I want to extend an understanding of what else beyond knowledge might
be part of transfer. In thinking about “what else” may be part of transfer, I wanted to find
a way to avoid treating knowledge or practices as neutral. Thus I argue we don’t yet have
a way of recognizing and accounting for social material relations as part of “transfer”—
for the dimensions of social life enmeshed in students’ writing, including but also
exceeding writing knowledge. I have found promising some research and scholarship that
has initiated thinking about “transfer” beyond knowledge or skills; specifically, attention
to dispositions provides a starting point for connecting students’ writing with their
embodied experiences with/in institutions. In this way, the process of transfer can
encompass identity, ways of knowing, perceptions, values, attitudes, and affect. With
those working on dispositions research, I argue that an approach to understanding
writing-related transfer must extend beyond postsecondary locations of writing and must
conceptualize transfer in ways that include more than knowledge and/or skills.1
Sites of Transfer
Composition’s study of transfer has mainly focused on postsecondary contexts, its
exigence tied in large part to articulating and refining the purpose of first-year writing
(FYW) and WAC/WID programs, and to “position[ing] WPAs to articulate and justify
their curricula to students, teachers, and administrators” (Rounsaville, Goldberg, and
Bawarshi 97; see also Beaufort, Wardle “Understanding”). The increased interest in
writing-related transfer can be traced back to the curricular and programmatic questions
1

Composition’s attempts to theorize writing-related transfer also address what to call this
concept to reflect the particular nature of learning to write and writing as a social
practice. For example, Wardle recommends “creative repurposing” (“Creative”) and
Rebecca Nowacek suggests an “integration” model. I use the term “transfer” in this
dissertation, despite its limitations, in an attempt to encompass the multiple strands of this
this growing research endeavor within composition and the multiple terms they suggest.
9

that respond to the institutional position and conditions of FYW. Wardle’s and Beaufort’s
earlier calls for transfer-oriented research and teaching aim at more than a better
understanding of a little-known phenomenon; they are also concerned with
communicating FYW’s purpose and with justifying FYW’s place in the college
curriculum through an understanding and demonstration of transfer. Research in this vein
has considered contextual factors that may impede transfer from FYW (Wardle
“Understanding”), and has looked for ways that FYW can better support transfer
(Beaufort; Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak). This research has also investigated the other
roles that students play with respect to transfer of knowledge besides being successful or
unsuccessful carriers of knowledge. Researchers have looked at how students’
dispositions (Driscoll and Wells) and “beliefs, values, and epistemologies” (Driscoll 23)
impact transfer, including how students’ attitudes specifically toward first-year writing
and its relevance for other kinds of writing may affect the likelihood that students will
enact its knowledge and practices in other writing situations (Bergmann and Zepernick).
Committed to working with, rather than abolishing, FYW, researchers have been
concerned with what should transfer from FYW, or rather, what type of curriculum
should be taught that best supports transfer (or is likely to transfer). Given composition’s
understanding of the situated nature of writing and genres in disciplinary activity
systems, and a corresponding rejection of notions of general writing skills or “academic
discourse” that have been attributed to FYW curricula (Smit, Wardle “Mutt Genres”),
what can, or should, students learn in FYW that supports their writing in other disciplinespecific contexts, whether academic, professional, or civic? Scholars taking up this
question have researched the importance of acquiring or developing genre awareness and
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other threshold concepts (Clark and Hernandez; Adler-Kassner), reflective practice and a
theory of writing (Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak), heuristics for analyzing the domains
of future writing situations (Beaufort), and disciplinary awareness (Nowacek) in FYW
contexts. The insights generated here have implications for FYW curricula and pedagogy,
WAC and WID programs, and other configurations of vertical curricula.
This research has allowed composition to look past the boundaries of one
particular college context (e.g., the first-year writing classroom) to think about its relation
to the writing students do elsewhere, rather than take for granted the utility or necessity of
FYW for students and universities. However, this expanded focus mainly extends to other
postsecondary or professional writing locations, which risks decontextualizing FYW, and
postsecondary writing more broadly, in ways that Todd Ruecker as well as Bruce Horner
have pointed out: it limits our ability to see connections between our writing classrooms
and other, pre-college locations of writing and writing instruction—connections that exist
via shared concerns and conditions as well as students’ particular writing histories. While
empirical research on high school writing instruction suggests consequences for students’
transition to college (Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak; Scherff and Piazza; Applebee and
Langer), the connection to transfer here is more implicit or applied than an explicit focus.
More recently, research has begun to study the impact of students’ prior
discursive activity on their writing in college by looking at students’ transition from
secondary to postsecondary contexts (Reiff and Bawarshi; Wardle “Creative”; Yancey,
Robertson, and Taczak). This approach is compelling because it begins to account for
experiences and conditions prior to and outside of college, thereby orienting college
writing teachers and researchers to FYW as a transition point rather than a starting point
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for understanding transfer. As Rounsaville, Goldberg, and Bawarshi argue, a better
understanding of how students make use of prior “discursive resources” in FYW contexts
can contribute to composition’s efforts to study and design curricula around the
development of transferable discursive resources in FYW (98-9). These prior discursive
resources include genre knowledge and students’ willingness to guard or cross
boundaries (Reiff and Bawarshi), familiarity with nonfiction texts, experience with
explicit instruction on writing concepts, and representations of students as writers through
testing discourses and other “objective” measures or discourses (Yancey, Robertson, and
Taczak). This research, then, still supports pedagogical goals of transferable “outcomes”
to other postsecondary contexts, but also treats FYW as “a transition point” for students
that is “uniquely suited to engage, develop, and intervene in students’ purposeful
reflection on their learning” (Reiff and Bawarshi 331) and to disrupt prior expectations.
These studies, then, lay the groundwork for understanding secondary-topostsecondary transfer by looking at the genre knowledge that students bring to college
writing, which shapes their subsequent approaches when encountering new writing
situations, and examining locations and conditions for the production of these kinds of
knowledge. I am interested in building upon these dimensions, in line with Reiff and
Bawarshi’s call for more research that “attend[s] to the dynamic sociohistorical, cultural,
and personal conditions that shape how and why students relate to and make use of their
discursive resources (333-4). Students’ writing experiences in the context of standardized
testing provides an important site of inquiry, not just in terms of students’ likelihood of
making use of what they learn in FYW, but in terms of how these existing resources and
experiences themselves are part of what we understand as transfer or transferable. In
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addition to extending these sites of learning, or the “where” of transfer, composition’s
transfer work can benefit from moving beyond asking what kinds of knowledge, skills, or
practices should transfer (and, relatedly, how teaching practices can support this transfer)
to attend to other crucial dimensions shaping students’ writing.
Naming What Transfers
Beyond attending to the sites of transfer, transfer research and theory in
composition is characterized by a tension of movement and measurement: of attending to
learning and writing in multiple sites, but also finding ways to identify or to name “what
transfers.” A transfer approach potentially offers useful tools for composition in that it
orients teachers and researchers to what Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak call “writing
across contexts,” that is, how students make use of what they learn about writing in
multiple situations. However, the project of transfer research also takes up a longstanding
strand of research in education, psychology, and learning sciences in which contributions
from writing studies research have not been prevalent (Rounsaville). Despite
sociocultural and activity theory perspectives oriented to contextual and systemic change,
transfer discourse in composition (not only research and scholarly production but also
other practices, including conference talk) retains ties to skills- and knowledgeconceptions of transfer, and further risks seeing these skills or knowledge as academic or
“neutral.” Composition still needs ways of looking beyond knowledge and skills to
account for multiple dimensions that are part of transfer.
While earlier work on transfer in education and psychology operated within
behaviorist and cognitivist paradigms (Wardle “Understanding”), composition has
engaged with transfer research using sociocultural approaches that take contexts and

13

relations as units of analysis, rather than tasks or individual learners (Beach; Carraher and
Schliemann; Lobato). That is, instead of attributing responsibility for transfer to students
(or the nature of the learning tasks), researchers in composition have considered
contextual factors that may impede transfer from FYW (Nowacek; Wardle
“Understanding”), and have looked for ways that FYW can better support transfer
(Beaufort; Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak). In doing so, composition research has tried
to avoid general skills approaches to writing instruction by working within conceptions of
the situated nature of writing, acknowledging the relation of context with the cognitive
activity of writing, and attending to the ways existing writing knowledge or practices are
transformed, not just packaged and carried over, in new contexts. This work then also
attempts to support these situated views of transfer by identifying what else FYW can
offer than generalized “skills” instruction for learning to write in new contexts, such as
genre awareness and boundary crossing (Clark and Hernandez; Nowacek; Reiff and
Bawarshi; Rounsaville), threshold concepts (Adler-Kassner et al) and metacognitive
awareness (Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak). Writing-related transfer, then, is not a
matter of possessing and deploying certain skills, rather it involves certain kinds of
knowledge and practices that reflect how we learn to write in new situations, and it
involves contextual factors that foster or inhibit successful transfer.
The problem, however, is that this view of meta-knowledge does not fully account
for what is involved in transfer; it lacks attention to any residue of the prior contexts in
which knowledge was produced. That is, even writing-related knowledge such as
threshold concepts can be decontextualized, and to an extent objectified, in that it can be
seen as applied or repurposed in relation to the conditions of new contexts without
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attending to the prior sites and conditions of its production. Although seen as socially
constructed, this theory of transfer of writing knowledge leaves out these other
dimensions of context and practice. Composition needs to take up transfer in more
expansive ways, or else it risks objectifying writing knowledge much like standardized,
on-demand writing assessments. For example, Anne Beaufort recommends teaching a
“knowledge domains” model, a flexible heuristic device for analyzing new writing
situations based on “the mental schema employed in expert writing performances” (17).
This model is more dynamic than teaching decontextualized skills, and it is oriented to
the shifting practices and concerns of writing in different genres for different discourse
communities. However, the model so conceived does not have room for the prior
experiences of Tim, her case study participant; these serve as background or context only.
Beaufort quotes Tim’s description of his FYW experience as one of “being set free,”
notably from what Beaufort describes as the “strict adherence to a formulaic fiveparagraph essay” that had been required in high school. These aspects of Tim’s writing
history may not be relevant for the model of writing expertise that Beaufort proposes, but
they suggest additional dimensions for understanding Tim’s transition among different
writing experiences, including his less successful ones (see also Driscoll and Wells).
In Writing Across Contexts, Kathleen Blake Yancey, Liane Robertson, and Kara
Taczak offer a promising start to theorizing students’ prior writing experiences as part of
understanding transfer. Their theory arises from “surprising findings” from their study of
a “Teaching for Transfer” curriculum. They identify what they call a “point of departure”
for FYW students as a way of explaining how
students progress, or not [in college writing] relative to their past
performances as writers—not so much relative to their experiences as
15

writers, but rather as they have found themselves represented as writers by
others, through external benchmarks like grades and test scores. (104)
In other words, students’ likelihood of crossing or guarding genre boundaries (Reiff and
Bawarshi), or of taking on the position of novice rather than expert (Sommers and Saltz),
is shaped in large part by how they saw their writing, and themselves as writers,
represented by test scores, grades, or participation in AP courses. Students who had
received high scores or grades, and who were more likely to see themselves as possessing
writing expertise, were less likely to revise, or, for Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak, to
“remix” their prior writing knowledge with what they were learning in FYW. Statemandated standardized testing (in this case, the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test,
or FCAT) played a large role for some of their participants. I found the insights of these
findings compelling, but I was also intrigued by the fact that these findings “surprised”
the researchers; they emerged from the data from a study of a teaching for transfer
curriculum. There is much room to make these findings a starting point for
conceptualizing and investigating transfer itself.
Although composition has begun to deploy its own theories and research to
address the sociocognitive and sociocultural dimensions of learning to write, the
institutional conditions of many writing teachers and WPAs—stemming from outcomesbased education and related technologies that are part of what Soliday and Trainor refer
to as “audit culture” (126)—exert pressure that makes transfer research susceptible to
absorption by the demands of instrumentalized education. Soliday and Trainor highlight
this tension as composition’s “obligation” to “prepare writers to write for someone
somewhere else,” which is exacerbated by audit culture’s demands such that “[e]fforts to
meet this obligation, to ‘teach for transfer,’ can sometimes promote, as Horner has
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recently suggested, a view of learning at odds with the liberatory aims that many in our
field have historically embraced” (128). Linda Adler-Kassner and Elizabeth Wardle cite
similar conditions as the context for their project on “threshold concepts.” Given the
“push to standardize ideas about what ‘good writing’ means” (5), they identify a need for
writing studies professionals to “name what we know” (5) based on the research of the
field. The proposed threshold concepts are transformative disciplinary concepts that
“function as a ‘portal, opening up a new and previously inaccessible way of thinking
about something” (Meyer and Land, cited in Elon). Increased facility with these threshold
concepts aids transfer via mindful abstraction and metacognitive awareness (AdlerKassner, Majewski, and Koshnick). At the same time, however, Adler-Kassner and
Wardle caution against utilizing these concepts as a kind of “learning checklist” (8). Such
standardizing, audit-oriented demands restrict rather than promote a more expansive view
of transfer, one that could account for Tim’s experiences of restriction and freedom in his
transition from secondary to postsecondary writing in Beaufort’s study. Similarly, the
obligation to “teach for transfer” shifts the focus to “what” should transfer or should aid
transfer of writing knowledge and practices—for example to the curriculum proposed by
Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak, or to the “checklist” that Adler-Kassner and Wardle
warn against—at the risk of exploring further what composition’s understanding of
transfer can entail, such as the “surprising findings” of students’ prior writing lives.
As Soliday and Trainor note, composition’s struggle “with the task of making the
opaque requirements of genres visible to students” (127) can result in regulatory practices
like “templates and formulas” (127) that belie liberatory intentions. While the “threshold”
or liminal aspect of threshold concepts acknowledges students’ different processes of
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accessing these concepts, my interest lies in centering the aspects of students’
experiences that are also part of this interaction. Such a view is concerned less with
naming what teachers, researchers, and students know or come to know, and more with
the dimensions of our writing lives that are linked with our knowing. Naming what
transfers translates more easily to stakeholders and into textbooks,2 but what goes
unrepresented or unacknowledged are the conditions and contexts that are a crucial part
of the production of this knowledge and these practices.
Not “What” But “How”: A Social Material Approach to Transfer
Composition has taken up sociocultural, situated, and activity-based conceptions
of transfer that see the connections of individual and context (Wardle “Understanding”
68-9). Within this framework, the conditions of writing in a subsequent context play an
important role in understanding whether and how students repurpose knowledge and
skills from prior contexts, such as FYW. However, by looking only at the new context
and at the knowledge and skills to be taken up or repurposed in this new context,
composition operates from a present- or future-oriented understanding of context without
taking into account the full impact of previous contexts. In other words, just as we need
to look at the conditions of the contexts in which students go on to write (and in which
we want them to repurpose prior knowledge and practices), we also need to essentially
“recontextualize” the knowledge or skills that we understand to be potentially deployed,
modified, or ignored within the new context.

2

For example, at a recent CCCC panel on transfer, participants (including a past
organization chair) noted this potential — including the textbooks that could be created.
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These conceptions of transfer, though organized around different kinds of
knowledge and practices, did not help me understand my encounters in the writing center
– student writers’ ongoing relationships with writing experiences, both past and present,
and the conditions shaping those relations. The assumption still allows for framing these
writers’ struggles in terms of a lack of knowledge—genre knowledge, knowledge of
composing processes or strategies, etc.—and this is part of what brings them to seek help
with their writing. However, approaching their resistance or frustration—with
establishing or working within a structure, or making sure they have a thesis statement
adhering to very specific rules for placement and content—in terms of prior knowledge
or skills did not help me understand what I was seeing. At worst, it frames these students’
struggles in terms of a deficit. I was seeking some way to understand the attitudes and
beliefs that accompany what students know about writing or that shape how they
approach their writing task. Similarly, composition needs ways of seeing and accounting
for writing knowledge and skills as contextualized, that is, to see it as produced within
material conditions and social relations (Horner xvii) and as embodied. “Context” in this
sense is not a container or background for prior learning, but rather speaks to the ways
that students’ writing education—both schooled and non-schooled—is situated both
socially and materially. We need, then, to attend to the social material relations of “the
writing that’s come before” and not just how it is repurposed in subsequent contexts. A
social materialist view of writing and transfer would help account for these conditions
and contexts for writing, and importantly for composition, for other critical dimensions of
transfer.
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Composition needs frameworks for thinking about transfer beyond writing
knowledge and practices in order to support pedagogical as well as programmatic aims
that serve students and not just the operations of audit culture. Genre studies approaches
are promising, which “align transfer theory with consensus understandings of writing as a
complex literate activity that develops over time through on-going encounters with new
writing and learning situations” (Rounsaville). Research in this vein studies moments of
transition and negotiation of students’ prior writing knowledge within unfamiliar contexts
(Rounsaville; Reiff and Bawarshi; Nowacek). Rounsaville and Reiff and Bawarshi argue
that genres are a useful vehicle for studying writing-related transfer because they travel
with writers to new situations, and provide a starting point for them to understand and
negotiate the demands and expectations of these new situations, serving as what Amy
Devitt calls a “genre repertoire” (qtd in Rounsaville 3). Genre knowledge, part of
students’ prior discursive resources (Reiff and Bawarshi, Lu), involves more than
memorization of discrete textual features, rather genres serve as archives of prior
experiences, with an “attendant field of practices, ideologies, and activities that [student
writers] have come to associate with that genre over time” (Rounsaville 3). And thinking
of genre knowledge as an aspect of discursive resources opens up space to think more
expansively about the role of these resources in writing-related transfer. This work
provides a foothold for thinking about other dimensions and contributing factors that
writing-related transfer might entail.
Moving Beyond Knowledge: Dispositions as Materially Produced
There are strands of transfer research that look at other dimensions of writingrelated transfer: at social relations, disciplinary knowledge, and “genred discursive space”
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(Nowacek), beliefs, values, attitudes (Driscoll; Bergmann and Zepernick), discursive
resources (Lu; Reiff and Bawarshi), and dispositions (Driscoll and Wells; Wardle
“Creative”). It is in this concept of dispositions, which builds upon these other strands,
that I find the most potential for transfer research to help me explain how the contexts in
which knowledge is learned “transfer” along with that knowledge. For example, Rebecca
Nowacek’s study of transfer (which she theorizes as involving re-contextualization and
integration) is productive in that it begins to look for what else is at stake in the
construction and transformation of knowledge that characterizes transfer: “identities,
ways of knowing, goals, and emotions” (Rounsaville 8). Nowacek accounts for these
dimensions with a concept of “genred discursive space,” which involves the “entire
constellation of associated social relations, goals, identities, ways of knowing, and even
knowledge domains” (19) that are part of working with genres. This concept, as well as
Rounsaville’s theory of uptake, orients us to the processes at work in moments of
transition, showing that “transfer” involves more than the movement of knowledge, but
the movement of bodies. Additionally, Nowacek’s theory of transfer as rhetorical,
involving both an agent and an audience and varying levels of awareness and acceptance
on both sides, is an example of the relational focus of study called for by King Beach’s
theory of generalization. This relation, the rhetorical act of transfer (or integration), is
also mitigated by material conditions such as institutional structures and power relations.
This relational focus allows Nowacek to map students’ attempts to use and adapt prior
genre knowledge in new writing situations alongside instructors (acting as audiences and
representatives of a particular social institution and discourse community) recognizing
and taking up this transferred knowledge and practice. This conception of transfer-as-
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integration thus rests on changes by the student (making the association and adapting
prior knowledge and practices) and by the organization, in this case, an instructor acting
within and upon an educational institution. It also brings into view material conditions
that impact successful integration.
Additional research also opens up conceptions of transfer by exploring how
students’ approaches to transfer are affected by beliefs and perceptions of value, for
example, how they view and value the writing they do in FYW. That is, rather than
assessing failure or success in applying certain kinds of knowledge, or looking at contexts
that facilitate transfer of prior knowledge (for example, a FYW curriculum geared toward
“positive transfer”), these researchers have looked at the role that students’ “beliefs,
values, and epistemologies” (Driscoll 23) play in transfer. This focus identifies, for
example, how students’ attitudes toward the relevance of first-year writing for other kinds
of writing may affect the likelihood that students will enact its knowledge and practices
in other writing situations (not only the ways those situations—whether prior or
subsequent—prompt this enactment) (Bergmann and Zepernick). Within this vein of
research, dispositions has come to play a key role, as scholars direct their attention to
students writing in and between contexts—rather than to students’ writing.
I see dispositions as a crucial site for understanding transfer in that it provides a
way of accounting for more than writing knowledge or skills; this site can bring into view
the writer and the social material contexts of writing that they bring with them.
Dispositions have been approached in different ways in composition: as individual
qualities (Driscoll and Wells) and as constructed by social material relations (Wardle
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“Creative”; Ruecker).3 Dispositions are understood on the one hand as “individual,
internal qualities that may impact transfer” (Driscoll and Wells). Different from
“intellectual traits like knowledge or skills,” dispositions include qualities like value, selfefficacy, and regulation (Driscoll and Wells). This conception of dispositions allows
scholars like Driscoll and Wells to revisit context-oriented approaches to transfer, like
Beaufort’s and Wardle’s, to consider how dispositions may be at work in situations where
scholars have identified other factors, like curriculum, as impacting transfer. Although
this work on dispositions brings in additional important features like values and attitudes,
by isolating these features as individual qualities within and acting on context, the
individual-oriented approach risks another form of decontextualization by assuming a
writer herself is responsible for her dispositions rather than the interactions with writing
and instruction (as well as the discourses surrounding and informing them) she has
experienced. Driscoll and Wells consider dispositions as a corrective to the privileging of
contexts in prior work on transfer, but this is an overcorrection that severs the productive,
formative relation of individual and context even in the service of understanding their
interplay. As a result, I find the social material approach more productive, arguing that it
better allows me to address the multifaceted experiences and concerns of the writers I see
in the writing center and in my classroom.
In line with Wardle, I believe we are better served by seeing dispositions as
socially produced, embodied (Bourdieu; Grenfell; Thompson; Wardle “Creative”), and
thus as transferable. Such a conception of dispositions allows me to investigate students’

3

Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak identify four “directions” for the study of dispositions.
In addition to those noted here, they identify Sommers and Saltz’s conception of
noviceship and their own theory of students’ “point of departure” (36n10).
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values and attitudes around writing and how these may shape their relation to their
writing across contexts. In this vein, Wardle finds Pierre Bourdieu’s social theory
provides a productive way of materially situating dispositions. As Wardle explains,
Bourdieu’s theory of dispositions, and the related concepts habitus and field, situates
dispositions in students’ relation to educational institutions (“Creative”). Dispositions, for
Bourdieu, are embodied by individuals—students—as well as institutions, and are
generative of “practices, perceptions, and attitudes [e.g., about writing, self as writer, etc.]
which are ‘regular’ without being consciously coordinated or governed by any
‘rule’”(Thompson qtd in Wardle “Creative”). For Wardle, these dispositions are
important to consider for their impact on students’ likelihood to engage in higher-level
writing-related transfer (what she calls “creative repurposing”). Importantly, she
considers the historical and political conditions for this, seeing standardized testing and
“tight control of educational activities by legislators” as “producing and reproducing
answer-getting dispositions in educational systems and individuals” which “can be
understood as an attempt to limit the kind of thinking that students and citizens have the
tools to do.”
Dispositions, then, help us begin to think about “transfer” beyond knowledge or
skills—to think about identity, ways of knowing, perceptions, values, and attitudes—and
also to bring in students’ embodied experiences and dispositions with institutions and
social relations. This conception of dispositions shares an affinity with Lu’s concept of
“discursive resources,” which she defines as “the often complex and sometimes
conflicting templates of languages, discourses, senses of self, visions of life, and notions
of one’s relations with others and the world” (Lu 28). The notion of discursive resources
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has been an important contribution of the work of multilingual writing scholars and
literacy scholars to shift away from deficit thinking for multilingual writers and users of
“nonstandard” English dialects. Rather than thinking of existing language experiences as
deficiencies that “interfere” with the acquisition and performance of standard dialects,
these scholars identify these as resources “that emerge from, respond to, reflect, and
communicate language users’ lived realities” (Bawarshi 196), although the value of these
resources is realized unevenly across social situations and different social relations
(Lorimer Leonard). These resources are not discrete skills or packages of knowledge “set
aside or exchanged when we encounter new contexts, rather, we carry them with us,
consciously or unconsciously, and they come to bear on the way we can access,
experience, and participate in various contexts” (Bawarshi 196).
Bawarshi, with Reiff, connects this discursive resources framework to transfer
research by looking at student “incomes,” what they bring to college writing, a shift from
the predominant focus on FYW outcomes. Bawarshi and Reiff extend this conception of
discursive resources to include genre knowledge. This concept allows transfer research in
composition to avoid overly focusing on FYW contexts and thereby ignore students’
existing discursive resources and meaning-making activity. The concept of discursive
resources also avoids cognitivist dimensions of transfer (as well as the commodifying
logic of writing, which Lu discusses at length in her text) to give us an understanding of
how the complex aspects of language use are “continually spawned by [learners’]
participation in, affiliation with, or bond to a broad but constantly changing range of
social domains (societies, institutions, or life worlds)” (Lu 27-8) and how writers as users
of language “shape and are reshaped by the texts they produce. They are shaped by and
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reshape the realities of their lives” (28).4 This provides a more expansive framework to
look beyond even genre knowledge to consider values, attitudes, and ideologies—the
social and affective dimensions of discursive activity. Discursive resources also moves us
away from neutral conceptions of knowledge or practice, signaling that discursive
activity is located in a historical context and structured by social relations.
Theoretical Framework
Attuned to Wardle’s concern over the instruments and processes of control over
education that attempt to “limit the kind of thinking that students and citizens have the
tools to do” (“Creative”), I utilize this burgeoning theory of dispositions to think about
how values, practices, perception, and attitudes are socially produced, how they are
embodied, and how these embodied dispositions move and thus connect students in
college writing to other contexts. In this light, thinking about the transition from
secondary contexts can give composition access to the historical and material conditions
impacting students’ experiences of writing prior to college — the “forces” at play
shaping these institutional fields and student writers (Ruecker). These forces include the
implementation of mass high-stakes, standardized testing as well as other neoliberal
policy changes that have marketized education. This is an important area for composition,
and transfer more specifically, to engage further. Composition’s contact with writing
education under high-stakes standardized testing includes Applebee and Langer’s
research on washback, or testing’s impacts on secondary writing instruction: the extent to
which writing is taught in subjects outside English, the types of writing assigned, the
length of writing assignments, the amount of time spent on test preparation at the expense
4

Discursive resources, oriented to literacy and language practices, differ from semiotic
resources as theorized for example by Paul Prior and Julie Hengst.
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of other writing instruction, etc. Scherff and Piazza also conducted a study of the effects
of high-stakes writing assessment at the secondary level. As Behizadeh and Pang note in
their analysis of state writing assessments in the U.S., there is “heightened attention in the
research community to negative washback of past large-scale, high-stakes test on US
instruction” (26). However, this understanding of the institutional and instructional
context does not tell us much about the experiences of students within these contexts.
Composition’s recent attention to writing across multiple contexts provides a
framework or orientation for asking questions about these potential impacts. Within
transfer-oriented research, Todd Ruecker has addressed standardized testing’s impact on
secondary writing instruction and teachers’ agency in schools with limited resources and
multilingual student populations, and the implications for writing in postsecondary
contexts. Additionally, research has addressed testing as part of the conditions that may
impact transfer, considering how students’ views may be impacted as they are
increasingly represented as writers through “external benchmarks like grades and test
scores” (Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak 104), and how standardized testing forwards
“answer-getting dispositions” (Wardle “Creative”) at odds with dispositions needed to
address complex problems. My research seeks to take this work a step further by
attending to the social material processes in which writing knowledge was learned to
investigate the writerly dispositions writers bring with them to their work. This approach
takes a historical materialist lens as my theoretical framework.
As Wardle notes, what we call transfer and how we theorize it will inform what
we look for and how we look for it (“Understanding” 66). I have identified the need for a
lens that makes visible the role of extra-discursive elements of writing-related transfer, in
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particular dispositions. I utilize a social materialist framework to understand transfer in
terms of material conditions — social, political, economic. With such a framework, I
attend to the role of material and ideological conditions in shaping writing knowledge
and experiences, and suggest that failing to take into account these conditions can
reproduce the very institutional processes in which composition aims to intervene.
A historical materialist framework for understanding transfer is important because
of its attention to the material conditions that inform social life, including the
organization and operation of social institutions like schools, as well as students’
experiences of writing education within them. Historical materialism shares with other
materialist approaches attention to the uneven experience of power, though explanations
of the mechanisms of power as well as determining factors may differ. What
distinguishes historical materialist from other materialisms and from other theoretical or
critical approaches is the Marxian “conception of the centrality of human praxis in the
production and reproduction of social life and . . . a stress on the significance of labour
[sic], as involving the transformation of nature and the mediation of social relations, in
human history” (Bhaskar 324). In trying to analyze and understand social life, historical
materialist approaches attend to the mode of production, the organization of resources
and social relations by which humans produce the means of their existence. Our
particular historical moment continues to be organized by the capitalist mode of
production, and historical materialist framework looks at social relations organized by
and within this mode, recognizing its particular (and peculiar) features, namely, the
uneven social relations produced through the extraction of surplus labor for the benefit of
one class of people and at the expense of another (in other words, private ownership of
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surplus labor). Capitalism is one “mode of producing social life” (Hennessy 11), though
not the only one possible, and its continuation depends upon the legitimatization of the
basic material inequality of exploitation, the extraction of surplus value for the
production of profit. This legitimation takes place via “culture-ideology” (Hennessy 11;
Bizzell), which in our historical moment can be called market ideology.
A historical materialist framework also attends to the processes and activities that
take place within these academic institutions – the mechanisms of production of
managerial workers and subjects, as well as the “selective functions of the academy” that
exclude certain people from the sites of production of knowledge or meaning (Soliday
404; also Clifford; Grimm). Operating from a cultural materialist framework, Horner has
analyzed the work of composition and its situation in the material social process (xv,
xvii). Horner argues that the composition classroom is included in that material social
process, and critiques pedagogies that treat this course as separate from or prior to “real
world” writing, including pedagogies that treat student writers as proto-authors.
Composition courses are not training grounds or staging areas for “real writing” (which
includes disciplinary writing) or “pre-Authorship,” stable spaces to which students bring
reified “past” experience (Horner “Students”). They are not neutral spaces unaffected by
social relations structured by the capitalist mode of production. Rather, they are sites of
conflict and commodification within the social, sites of reproduction for capitalist ways
of knowing.
This theoretical framework has great import for composition and for transfer,
calling attention to the ways culture, ideology, and economic and political processes
inform the subject and the work of composition within the capitalist mode of production,
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specifically late capitalist production. We might consider this “late capitalist” vantage
point in terms of a shift from the economic to the ideological mode of production, to the
production of meaning (Bizzell, citing Fredric Jameson), “ways of knowing” or “forms of
consciousness” that make up ideology (Hennessy 18). This mode is also dominated by
neoliberal policies that “extend the rationality of the market — its schemes of analysis
and decision-making criteria — to areas of social life that have not been primarily
economic” (Hennessy 75) — a notable example being education. This materialist
framework allows us to account for the locations, processes, and relations around writing
education; students’ knowledge and skills, as well as their attitudes, values, and beliefs,
can be understood in relation to this context. This framework also opens up new ways of
thinking about the process of transfer. Despite composition’s contribution of writingoriented theories and research to conceptions of transfer, institutional conditions,
including those of the “literacy machine” (Soliday and Trainor), can put pressure on
postsecondary teachers and writing administrators to essentially package writing skills
and knowledge as what does or should “transfer,” often to show the use and exchange
value of FYW courses (Bawarshi). But overly accommodating the literacy machine—that
is, treating transfer in terms of skills and knowledge—can perpetuate the
commodification of writing, in which its purpose and value are defined in ways that
discount the writer’s use, and it can perpetuate “the commodification of the writer into a
bundle of skills for subsequent exchange on the job market” (Horner Terms 212).
Composition can avoid these tendencies by recognizing and articulating additional
dimensions of transfer—dimensions that much of its scholarship already recognizes as
part of the work of writing.
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The Social Material Production of Dispositions
With an understanding of dispositions as materially produced, I proceed to
consider public schooling as an aspect of students’ shared social material context, one
that shapes dispositions toward writing. Specifically, I approach a particular historical
organization of public schooling in the U.S., in which standardized, high-stakes testing,
influences public discourse, school cultures, curriculum, and students’ experiences.
Although standardization and mass assessment measures are not new educational
measures, I move to consider their current deployment as technologies of neoliberalism
and “audit culture” (Soliday and Trainor).
Neoliberal approaches have shaped education policy and practice in many ways
over the past few decades, from the restructuring of postsecondary labor (increasing
adjunctification and contingent labor as well as increasing numbers of
management/administrative positions), to privatization of public education, and the
aforementioned accountability-based reforms. Neoliberal approaches work to “marketize
education” (Bartlett et al 65) through, for example, the use of statistical discourse
(Johnson), which objectifies knowledge and meaning-making practices, making them
discrete and therefore quantifiable, that is testable in mass form. Neoliberalism also
operates via “audit culture,” which includes accountability measures that are used to
justify mass standardized testing. As critics and scholars have noted, these processes
work to restrict educational practices in service of corporate interests, emphasizing the
production of workers rather than citizens (Bowles and Gintis). Neoliberal educational
policies inflict racial and economic violence through the denial or the flattening-out of
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social, material difference via market ideologies of rationality, freedom, and equality
(Johnson).
Standardized testing regimes mark an extension and consolidation of existing
educational functions and logics, as well as the historically specific material and
ideological pressures that result from these regimes that impact writing education in
particular contexts. Both the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 and the later passage
of No Child Left Behind arguably mark this neoliberal shift that redefines the purpose of
education, frames the nature of education’s failures, and determines specific types of
options for its improvement. Rather than assessing education in terms of school funding
and resources (inputs), emphasis has been placed on outcomes, accountability, and testing
(Whitman). These are not neutral or universal ways of thinking about improving
education, but arguments for how to define and assess achievement and quality that rest
on a vision of education as an investment or business venture, positioning citizentaxpayers as investors. These arguments also rest on assumptions about the validity of
statistics as a transparent (and equitable) form of measurement (Johnson). This
ideological shift rhetorically marketizes public education through the articulation of its
failures, as well as its purpose, in economic terms over civic or other terms. In identifying
public education as “at risk,” or “in crisis” (see also Trimbur “Literacy”), government
entities like the Secretary of Education and assembled commissions on education like
NCEE (which published A Nation At Risk, hereafter “ANAR”) name challenges to
America’s “commerce, industry, science, and technological innovation” by international
competitors (ANAR). They identify “[k]nowledge, learning, information, and skilled
intelligence,” to which we might add literacy per Brandt’s recent work, as “the new raw
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materials of international commerce” (ANAR) demanding not only an investment in
human capital via education, but a better return on that “national investment” (Sec. Paige
qtd in Hursh “Assessing” 500). The achievement gap identified by Secretary Paige in his
arguments for NCLB is not only the separation of “those being served well by our system
and those being left behind,” but also “between the U.S. and many of our higher
achieving friends around the world” (qtd in Hursh 500). He argues that closing the first
gap will close the second, which can be interpreted to mean that the first gap is
understood and valued in terms of the second.
Public education is marketized in practice as well as rhetoric through the
corporate sector’s increasing involvement in education, including the push to privatize
aspects of public education as well as the shift to outcomes and accountability through
increased standardized testing (Johnson 65). Educational summits and commissions have
“[brought] together corporate and public actors in the name of education reform”
(Johnson 74), for example, the 2005 summit hosted by the National Governors’
Association in which philanthropic organizations representing business interests (like the
Gates Foundation) pledged funds to support secondary education (Olson). As Hursh and
others point out, conservative organizations and think tanks (the Heritage Foundation and
the Manhattan Institute, for example) have worked to end public schools and privatize the
“entire educational system” (qtd in “Assessing” 502). These efforts have made partial
inroads through the establishment of charter schools and voucher programs, which
legitimize themselves through the discourse of choice and the logic of the market. The
discourse of choice attempts to transform education into a marketplace, positioning
parents and students as consumers of educational products by allowing them to use tax
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dollars to “purchase” education outside of their local schools (and effectively direct funds
away from these local public schools). Public schools are also subject to privatization
when they repeatedly fail to make “adequate yearly progress” and face state takeover.
The state may bring in educational organizations outside of the local community to
overhaul the administration and faculty, or convert the school to a charter.
In many ways, the standardizing practices of recent testing-based reforms,
informed by psychometric approaches to assessment (Behizadeh and Pang; Moss, Pullin,
Gee, Haertel) are not new interventions that prohibit access to some prior form of
democratic or liberatory education. The history of public schooling in the U.S. can be
seen as a series of contradictions and struggles — both a theory and vision of personal
development and social mobility, as well as an instrument of social control and taxpayer
funded labor training (Bowles and Gintis). With the rise of mass schooling in the U.S. in
the 18th and 19th centuries, grouping students by grades allowed for standardization of
curriculum (essentially following the logic of the division of labor) and supported
classroom management; educational reforms during this time are also marked by
increasingly centralized control (see Bowles and Gintis). Intelligence and aptitude testing
was introduced in the early 20th century, supported in large part by corporate interests
(Bowles and Gintis 196-7). Mass schooling in the U.S., then, continues to function in
much the same ways as it has since at least the [rise] of industrialization in the 19th
century, though the technologies by which corporate interests and the state exercise
control over both the explicit and the “hidden curriculum” have changed, understood in
terms of both marketization (Bartlett et al, Johnson) and “audit culture” (Soliday and
Trainor). However, the change in particular technologies or processes does not alter the
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social relations managed (though not totally) through public education; Bowles and
Gintis note, “capitalist production [again, seen as an arrangement of social relations and
resources] is at heart a social and not merely a technical process” (74).
Although standardized testing was federally mandated through NCLB and thus
has been implemented in states and districts throughout the country, it continues to be a
site of conflict and struggle. Standardized testing is a technology of audit culture but is
also a social practice that is both legitimated and resisted by a number of groups and
individuals with competing perceptions of the role of public education. Resistance to
standardized testing and to NCLB more specifically has involved teachers, teachers’
unions, administrators, and education officials; educational scholars; state and federal
legislators; research and policy organizations and think tanks; the media; and students
and parents. Public dissatisfaction with standardized testing continues to grow, evidenced
by organized protests, opt-out movements, and the circulation of critical texts. The
assumptions and underlying values of these critiques vary, as resistance to standardized
testing brings together groups that otherwise hold disparate social and political views, for
example libertarian and other conservative voices who protest the federal government’s
intrusion into state and local school governance as well as the negative impacts of
increased testing on students, alongside more progressive or liberal voices who critique
testing’s perpetuation of social inequalities and the increasing privatization of public
schools. These stakeholders value high standards for public education, but do not equate
standards with mandated assessments.
Standardized testing, then, must be understood with these education “reform”
efforts as part of the ideological and material shift in educational policy and practice that
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operates according to capitalist market logic, specifically its neoliberal iteration.
Standardized testing validates more explicit efforts to marketize education in a number of
ways. First, as Johnson argues, standardized testing operates according to a logic of
commodification — the commodification of knowledge through statistics, in which
statistical discourse “becomes the commonsensical way of representing educational
achievement and governing educational systems and populations within them” (10) rather
than in local, school- or community-specific ways. This logic of commodification has
redefined literacy in terms of “decontextualized skills” rather than contextualized uses
(Trimbur “Literacy” 292). This form of assessment offers a particular and limited view of
the nature of student learning, and is able to do ideological work through dominant
discourses that serve as commonsense ways of understanding and valuing education.
Although testing was one of many recommendations made by the NCEE in A Nation at
Risk, it was ultimately emphasized as the sole means of verifying the implementation and
enforcement of educational standards; it was also the means requiring fewer resources
than other recommendations, like changing teacher training (Hillocks). The
commonsense view of the validity of standardized testing in government and corporate
sectors has unsurprisingly resulted in an expansion of the testing industry, beyond the
SAT, ACT, and AP exams, into public schools in the form of tests and related curriculum
(Johnson 6). The dominance of the testing industry connects these market logics and the
corporate interests they serve: tests and curriculum have become commodities, and
schools have become markets.5
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These dynamics also play out in the assessment-curriculum relationship operating under
the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). Although my project deals specifically with
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Understanding the material production of dispositions toward writing in such a
context involves taking into account the conceptions of writing circulated through these
standardized testing discourses, with what consequences and implications, particularly
for students. Within a neoliberal educational context characterized by standardized
testing practices and discourses, which includes washback for curriculum and instruction
(Behizadeh and Pang) and the circulation of competing conceptions of writing and
students based on certain values, how can we trace the values and attitudes students
cultivate with respect to writing and themselves as writers? And, how do students’
perceptions, attitudes, and values impact future writing situations? These questions are
important, even with revisions to NCLB or other significant changes to the ESEA, and
with the broader adoption of the CCSS and related assessments, given that the ideologies
and values that have taken the form of standardized testing discourses are durable and can
take other forms besides NCLB. Standardized testing is a site of struggle over public
education’s purpose with respect to national, civic, and economic interests; over public
education’s role with respect to student learning and development; and over the
governance of public education. This context comprises ways of representing and talking
about writing, education, and students that operate as resources and constraints for
students’ own talk and practices. Per Bourdieu’s theory of dispositions, these aspects
contribute to the habitus of educational institutions in which students move and learn,
developing dispositions of their own. It is also, then, a site of struggle involving the
students being served by education. With this view, understanding their experiences
within this context is important for the ways that composition aims to teach writing (both
testing under NCLB prior to the widespread implementation of CCSS, it has implications
for this mode of standardized assessment.
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emancipatory and economic) and for the ways composition can take part in this broader
struggle over the aims and values of writing education.
Writing Centers and Transfer
Because writing centers are unique sites of writing discourse on campus, I
propose that they are significant research sites for asking questions about the social
material conditions and relations of writing. Situated at the intersection of credit-bearing
writing courses, home and other communities of belonging, prior educational
experiences, and language and literacy histories, writing centers are often described as
hybrid or “third space” (Coughlin et al). As such, writing centers both register and work
with the interactions (as well as the conflicts) of these intersecting writing spaces.
Writing centers are also places that register discursive shifts around writing and
difference, a function of their historical presence as auxiliary sites and modes of writing
instruction (Boquet). This location involves navigating the tensions of institutional
purposes with more liberatory aims. Beth Boquet explains that writing centers “remain
one of the most powerful mechanisms whereby institutions can mark the bodies of
students as foreign, alien to themselves” (465). Similarly, Nancy Grimm has explored the
regulatory or normalizing positions that writing centers often occupy with respect to the
university’s management of diverse literacy and language practices. At the same time,
writing centers are places of invention, resistance, and advocacy on college campuses —
places characterized by both senses of the word “laboratory.” Boquet, for example,
expresses fascination with the writing center’s post-disciplinary possibilities, and the
ways that “the writing center exceeds its space” (478). Changes in writing discourse,
then—encompassing students, identity, teaching, and the aims of college education, as
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well as the anxieties and curiosity arising from them—are part of how writing centers
define their purpose and their practice.
As a result, writing center workers are at the forefront of these changes at the
institutional level as well as the individual level. Working one-to-one with writers,
writing tutors facilitate the development of generalizable writing practices and
metacognitive awareness, and in so doing they encounter many of the questions,
struggles, and insights students have as they transition from one writing context to
another. More often than not, these workers are peer tutors – fellow undergraduate
students with expertise in reading and responding to writing, whom Nowacek and
Hughes call “expert outsiders” (181). Importantly, their work can access the varied
responses students have to writing as they help them navigate such transitions. As such,
writing center workers have their own localized, practice-based sense of how dispositions
affect writing in new contexts, just as my tutors and I did for our NEWCA project. At the
same time, these tutors balance this practice with their own attitudes, experiences, and
identities – the dispositions they have cultivated in relation with prior and current
institutional contexts. The collaborative nature of the tutorial, then, is a productive site in
which these multiple elements interact. In classic writing center collaborative pedagogy,
the peer tutor and the writer each bring different, but equal, kinds of writing knowledge
(Bruffee; Moore). However, writing center workers have long negotiated additional
dimensions of these conversations, making space for factors that exceed the specific
writing task but maintaining an educational focus. With this view, I argue there are
insights to be gained from exploring tutors’ dispositions as well as those of the writers
they work with. These are students who have often experienced success in writing in past
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contexts, but who, unlike the writers in prior studies (Yancey, Robertson, Taczak), have
changed their theories of writing, whether in FYW, the tutor education course, or other
contexts. Exploring tutors’ dispositions around writing can contribute to composition’s
understanding of transfer, and it can support tutors’ work with other writers in transition.
In the study I propose in the next chapter, I aim to explore this unique and significant
perspective of undergraduate writing tutors, situated in intersections of transition.
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CHAPTER 2
METHODOLOGY AND METHODS
This study centers student perspectives and experiences by exploring their
perceptions and values about writing at a time when large-scale assessment shapes the
valuation, assessment, and instruction of writing in U.S. public education. After over a
decade’s worth of high-stakes standardized testing ushered in under the No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB) as well as Race to the Top, and given the shifting of assessment to
align with the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), understanding student writers’
experiences of writing education is one way to explore assessment culture’s broader
impact. Although most educational reforms are framed as serving students, or frame
market-oriented approaches in terms of student benefits, students’ perspectives are
largely excluded. In contrast, college writing centers center these perspectives and
experiences of writing in their everyday talk with writers. These centers are also places
where shifts in discourse about writing, both locally and more broadly, can be felt.
Taking the writing center as a site of research about writing (Babcock and Thonus;
Driscoll and Perdue; Fitzgerald), and one that features students’ talk about writing, I
conducted an interview study of thirteen college writers who work in a writing center
about their writing experiences in high school, including their experiences of writing for
standardized assessments. By interviewing these writers about their changing perceptions
and attitudes about writing, I aim to better understand some of the dispositions around
writing produced within such educational contexts.
Examining standardized testing, critics and scholars have documented changes to
curriculum and teaching (Applebee and Langer; Hillocks; McCarthey); evaluated its
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effectiveness in closing the achievement gap (Hursh “Carry”); analyzed proposed models
of assessment and the constructs of writing under which they operate (Behizadeh and
Pang; Jeffery); identified the limitations placed on teachers and effects on instruction
(Au; Hursh; McCarthey); and critiqued the politics of accountability discourses (Green).
However, these approaches largely exclude the perspectives of students who, as Sizer and
Sizer assert, “are often seen as the school’s clients, as its powerless people” (qtd in
Scherff and Piazza 274) rather than as key stakeholders. As Scherff and Piazza note,
“student opinions and perceptions can contribute relevant and necessary information
concerning the status of writing in the English language arts classroom” (274). My study
works from this shared premise and extends its focus to consider the status of writers as
they move from the ELA classroom across writing contexts.
Although assessment formats are being revised to address the Common Core
State Standards, standardized assessment practices remain; their validity and necessity
are reaffirmed by accountability rhetoric and neoliberal discourses that rearticulate the
purpose and the operation of public education in economic terms. In such a context,
public discussions of standards and achievement do not account for the writers and
thinkers who experience these educational discourses—for the embodied knowledge and
dispositions that cannot be represented by scores. My research probes beneath statistical
representations to provide accounts of the values and attitudes writers have about writing
and themselves as writers in a school culture dominated by standardized testing
discourses. Student accounts of their writing experiences are valuable and necessary
given the dominance of statistical representations of learning within what Amanda
Walker Johnson calls a “culture of measurement” (6). Given this culture of measurement,
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in which “statistical discourse becomes the commonsensical way of both representing
educational achievement and governing educational systems and the individuals and
populations within them” (Johnson 10), qualitative approaches to understanding students’
experiences of education can serve a vital function in illuminating aspects of the
educational experience excluded from measures of outcomes — including the impacts of
these processes of measurement. In this way, a qualitative approach to understanding
students’ perceptions and experiences of testing and writing makes space for additional
discourses, contributing to efforts that “question how statistical materialization becomes
common sense or truth while masking the relations of power that both objectify and
commodify or exploit people and knowledge” (Johnson 10). Specifically, this interview
study is aimed at exploring less tangible phenomena, such as beliefs and values, that are
not necessarily measurable and thus may go unacknowledged.
Study Design
With the dissertation research, I took up questions and interests that emerged from
the prior pilot study but that exceeded its scope and scale — aiming to incorporate more
in-depth accounts of students’ experiences of writing. Rather than looking for a causeeffect relationship between testing and students’ writing, I was more interested in tracing
students’ values and attitudes around writing after they have transitioned from secondary
to postsecondary contexts, but with an eye to the conditions and practices that shape their
perceptions of writing and writing education. I identified this context as encompassing
both local practices like instruction and the broader logics and ideologies circulated
through discourses about these assessment policies and practices. My research was
guided by the following questions:
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1. How do college writers perceive their experience of writing during high
school?
2. How do college writers perceive their experience of writing for standardized
tests, and any related instruction, during high school?
3. What are the values, beliefs, and attitudes circulating through participants’
talk about writing, high school writing instruction, and testing? What
theories of writing are being activated?
Just as the dissertation study was designed to revise and build upon the initial
investigation of the pilot study, the process of conducting this research has been an
iterative process, from collecting data, to organizing and analyzing that data, to shaping a
narrative around the insights I have gained in these dialogues with my participants, my
advisor, and my writing partners.
Situating the Researcher
The design of this research, from the questions posed to the collection and
analysis of data, is shaped by my lived experience and identity as well as my conceptual
and theoretical frameworks for the teaching of writing and the purpose of my research. I
pursued graduate study with an interest in teaching writing, based in large part from my
undergraduate work in a writing center. As I noted in Chapter 1, this study was motivated
by questions that emerged from my writing center work as a graduate student; by the time
of this study, I had worked in the writing center as a graduate tutor and as Assistant
Director. I am thus committed to the particular kinds of interactions that take place in
these spaces; I recognize and value the position that writing centers occupy in university
spaces and in composition research.
My education and especially my graduate work has been a “consequential
transition,” to use Beach’s concept, from student to teacher-scholar. My family dynamics
were characterized by conservative Protestant authority structures that promoted
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authorized readings of sacred texts and demanded obedience. At the same time, my
parents, who held a high school diploma and an associate’s degree respectively, placed a
high value on reading and educational achievement. Pursuing English studies, in
literature and then in composition and rhetoric, has been a process of taking on their
values and moving beyond their worldviews. It has also been a process of reshaping selfdisciplining dispositions to discover my own ways of seeing and knowing.
I was not subjected to standardized assessment in the same way as current U.S.
students or my participants; as a high school student, I practiced writing for Advanced
Placement exams, and was part of a pilot for the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test
(FCAT). In addition to the writing center work I described in Chapter 1, I have taught
first-year writing courses and literature courses, and have participated in assessment for
the writing placement exam at the university, where I have encountered five-paragraph
essays and “answer-getting” rather than “problem-exploring” writing. In writing center
and classroom spaces, I aim to offer students critical, reflective, and rhetorical resources
for their writing lives. As an educator and a researcher, I am committed to progressive
and democratic approaches to education. I recognize that mass schooling in the United
States is a contested site, and I value the collective work that goes into making schooling,
and writing education, one site of civic participation—in a democratic, rather than a
nationalistic sense—and critical consciousness-building.
Participants: College Writers in the Wake of NCLB
One goal of the pilot study was to look at familiar writing center scenarios as
potential indices of how students’ writing practices and attitudes toward writing have
been shaped by the forces of standardized assessment in U.S. public schools. However,
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one insight that emerged from this to shape the dissertation research was the recognition
that the writing center staff is also impacted by these policies and practices.
Undergraduate students comprise the majority of the staff at the centers I have worked—
students with shared educational experiences shaped to varying degrees by standardized
assessment. This insight stemmed in part from Christopher Pierce Brown’s study of the
impacts of high-stakes testing on preservice teachers who have been educated in highstakes educational settings. By engaging and building from preservice teachers’
experiences of high-stakes testing, Brown argues teacher educators can help teacher
candidates navigate the tensions of test-related instruction and academic instruction, as
well as “explore how these politically sophisticated systems of education define teaching
and learning and what can be done to change these high-stakes systems” (487). In the
pilot study, these insights led us to invite tutors to participate in the survey, but in
expanding the study, tutors and tutor interns became the focal group of participants, both
for the educational nature of their tutoring work and because they had reflected on their
writing practice more explicitly than the average undergraduate and therefore could be
relied upon to recall more of their writing experiences and to have developed opinions
about them.
As writing tutors and tutor interns, then, these participants are students with
additional experience writing in college beyond that of first-year writing. Tutors’
intensive rhetorical education, as well as their tutoring work, has offered multiple
opportunities for them to critically reflect on their literacy backgrounds and on academic
literacies, and have provided language for talking about writing with others (Nowacek
and Hughes). Writing tutor interns are mainly sophomores and juniors, and then join the
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staff of paid tutors as juniors and seniors after completing a yearlong internship. This
internship involves composition and writing center theory and pedagogy, tutoring in the
center, and multiple opportunities for reflection — a collection of practices and
experiences that I will refer to in this dissertation as “intensive rhetorical training.” This
rhetorical training provided participants with some resources that could allow me to
explore their perceptions and attitudes about writing and about standardized testing, as
well as how their views and values of writing have changed over time. Tutor interns had
less experience with this education and these resources, but were able to offer perceptions
less temporally removed from secondary as well as FYW experience (when applicable).
These participants, then, have experience developing working theories of writing,
and have extended access to language with which to talk about writing and literacy —
what researchers on writing-related transfer would consider vital “threshold concepts” for
understanding writing and disciplinarity (Adler-Kassner et al; Wardle; Clark and
Hernandez; Nowacek and Hughes), important for writing across contexts (Yancey,
Robertson, and Taczak). Through their writing center work, tutors frequently translate
and adapt their own writing knowledge and strategies, helping writers articulate, and then
extend, what they know and what they think. They also seek to help writers develop
transferable skills — planning, composing, and revision strategies they can use on their
own in the future. Tutors occupy a transitional position as well as help writers navigate
transitions, in line with Beach’s conception of “a developmental change in the relation
between an individual and one or more social activities” (42). Tutors experience and
facilitate propagation, “the construction of new knowledge, identities, ways of knowing,
and new positionings of oneself in the world” (42). Given the role they play in helping
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their peers navigate diverse writing situations, writing tutors can be understood as “agents
of integration” (Nowacek) and can offer important insights for my research questions.
I interviewed 13 participants, nine on-staff tutors (those who had already
completed the yearlong course sequence and were paid tutors), and four tutor interns,
who were in the process of taking the tutor education course when the interview took
place. All participants graduated from public high schools in Massachusetts, which
means all took the state-mandated English Language Arts (ELA) test for the
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) in the 10th grade.
Massachusetts also administers ELA assessments in grades 3-8, though elementary
experiences were not addressed in the course of the study. The 10th grade ELA
assessment includes multiple-choice and open-response reading comprehension questions
as well as a writing-prompt based composition component. Most participants (12)
mentioned taking Advanced Placement exams in Literature and Composition or
Language and Composition (generally referred to as “AP English”) as well as in U.S.
History, Psychology, and Biology. Additional testing experience for these participants
included the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), which for some included a new writing
section, introduced in 2005, which contained a 25-minute timed essay. The essay section
was made optional with the 2016 revision of the SAT.
To be hired as writing center tutors and tutor interns, these students submitted an
application including a resume, a letter of interest, a faculty reference, and a sample piece
of academic writing. They then interviewed with the writing center director and assistant
directors for admission to the two-semester tutor intern course. Upon completion of both
courses with a minimum grade of a B, tutor interns become on-staff, paid tutors.
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Although many participants were English majors—reflective of the general makeup of
the writing center staff—a few had other majors (sociology, biochemistry) or were
double majors (e.g., history, Spanish). I have included two tables summarizing
participants’ backgrounds; I did not ask participants for information on class background
or other details, but use their school profiles (Table 2) to provide approximate aspects of
their educational and community contexts. Two participants attended the same high
school, though did not graduate in the same year. All participants have been assigned
pseudonyms to ensure anonymity.

Table 1: Participant information
Participant

Year

Gender
identification

Major

Race and/or
ethnicity

Lauren

Junior

English

Female

White

Bobbie

Senior

Sociology

Female

Asian
American

John

Senior

English

Male

White

Shannon

Sophomore

Biology

Female

White

Mark

Junior

English

Male

White

Erin

Senior

English

Female

White

Tracy

Sophomore

Psychology and
Communications

Female

White

Jennifer

Sophomore

English

Female

White

Linda

Junior

Female

White

Rachel

Junior

Female

White

Chris

Junior

English

Male

White

Kelly

Sophomore

Spanish

Female

White

English and Legal
Studies
English and
History
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Heidi

Senior

English

Female

White

Table 2: Participants’ school profiles
Location/
School type
1

Suburban

2

Urban exam school

3

Suburban

4

Suburban

5

Suburban

6

Urban

7

Suburban

8

Suburban

9

Suburban

10

Suburban

% Student race
and ethnicity
White 76.3
Asian 14.5
Hispanic 5.0
Others 4.2
White 46.9
Asian 29.0
Hispanic 12.1
Others 12.0
White 79.9
Asian 11.9
Hispanic 3.8
Others 4.4
White 84.9
Asian 6.0
Hispanic 4.6
Others 4.5
White 87.9
African American 5.3
Hispanic 3.0
Others 3.8
White 59.4
Hispanic 26
African American 9.1
Others 5.5
White 80.5
African American 7.8
Hispanic 4.6
Others 7.1
White 86.7
Hispanic 5.7
Multi-race, non-Hispanic
3.1
Others 4.5
White 58.4
Asian 20.6
African American 10.4
Others 10.6
White 94.3
African American 2.6
Multi-race, non-Hispanic
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% Economically
disadvantaged
6.3

15.7

8.6

13.7

13.6

27.4

11.8

23.6

34.7

10.0

11

Suburban

12

Suburban

1.4
Others 1.7
White 62.9
Asian 22.1
African American 8.1
Others 6.9
White 86.8
Hispanic 7.2
African American 3.1
Others 2.9

6.2

19.3

Individual characteristics of participants are not presented in more detail because I was
more interested in exploring common themes across their talk than in the details of
individual experiences more in line with case study research.
These participants self-selected in response to a call for volunteers sent to current,
paid tutors at the University Writing Center as well as the intern class (enrolled in
English 329H) via email. Interested volunteers were asked to respond to the email or to
contact me by phone. Tutors and tutor interns who indicated their interest in participating
in the interviews were given consent forms (see Appendix A) to read and sign before
participating in the interview. They were given adequate time to consider whether or not
to be in the study. The consent form stated that students have the right to opt out of the
interview at any time, and that their responses would remain anonymous for analysis,
publication, and conference presentations. It also informed tutor interns that participation
or the decision not to participate, as well as any interview responses, would not affect
their grades or academic standing in any way, as the instructor of English 329H would
not know the identities of any students who chose to participate. I also clarified that
participation will not affect their standing in the writing center nor their likelihood of
being hired as paid tutors in the future. Signed consent forms were stored in a secure

51

location. Overall, participants did not express any noticeable hesitation or discomfort
with consent or participation.
Data Collection: Retrospective Interviews
In order to explore student perceptions, values, and attitudes about writing with
respect to standardized testing, I conducted interviews with these college writers and
writing tutors. These interviews asked about participants’ experiences of writing
education, including any testing and test-related instruction, as well as their conceptions
of “good” writing. Interviews allowed me to obtain in-depth accounts of individual
student experiences (Charmaz and Belgrave 350), to make space for students’
perspectives within the broader context of standardized testing discourses, from which
they are largely excluded. This form of data collection—talk about writing—offers access
to different aspects of students’ experience than other methods, such as classroom
observation or textual analysis: students’ perceptions of experiences, their values, and
attitudes about writing and standardized testing. With these interviews, I aimed to talk
with writers about what their experience of writing instruction was like, what they
thought was being communicated about writing, what they thought was important for the
practice of writing, and how they felt about writing and the writing process in and from
these experiences.
As “performed retrospective accounts” (Charmaz and Belgrave 350) that take
place away from the specific events or sites being described, interviews offered access to
a compelling site for exploring dispositions around writing. Interviews offer participants
“a space and time to reflect” on prior experiences and events (Charmaz and Belgrave
350), and the synthesis of past and present in this space was promising for thinking about
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how dispositions transfer. Verifying the accuracy of these representations would have
required observation of the specific classroom contexts and comparison with students’
accounts, whereas my interest and focus was on the values, beliefs, and attitudes present
in these accounts. This retrospective, synthetic site allowed me to study not past beliefs or
perceptions, or even those of the present, but representations of past experiences
mediated through present frames of belief, experience, and values. With an interest in
dispositions as embodied and shaped through social relations over time, I wanted to look
at how this retrospective shaping—the particular memories selected but also the
strategies used, the forms they took—as possible markers or dimensions of these
dispositions.
As well as being retrospective and performed, interviews are a method of data
collection that is interactional and relational (Fontana and Frey 699). Just as what
emerges—and what is sought—in the interview is a retrospective performance rather than
a factual reportage, the interview itself is a “collaborative construction of a narrative”
rather than a “neutral [tool] of data gathering” (Fontana and Frey 696, 698). In other
words, an interview is an interactional, collaborative effort shared among multiple
participants – interviewee(s) as well as interviewer(s) (Fontana and Frey 696). Interviews
offer a way of exploring with participants how they make sense of their experiences with
standardized testing and their writing practices, and for exploring with these writers how
they perceive changes in their perceptions, values, and attitudes — to explore their
writing lives in the wake of standardized testing. Discussing empathetic approaches in
interviewing that reflect the interactional nature of this endeavor, Fontana and Frey
explain that the interviewer “becomes an advocate and partner in this study” (696). I see
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this form of knowledge production as a reflection of the collaborative work taking place
in writing centers, supporting increased understanding of the social material activity and
conditions of writing for the field, but also in service of our work with student writers.
Data Collection: Procedures
This study proceeded with contacting the self-selected volunteers to schedule
interview times. Interviews were scheduled with 25 initial participants, and took place
over the course of two successive semesters. Interviews were conducted using a semistructured protocol using a set of common questions for all participants, but allowing
flexibility within the interview context to ask follow-up and clarifying questions. This
semi-structured protocol allowed me to facilitate participants’ reflection, for example
focusing their attention on writing instruction within the context of standardized testing
and avoiding testing in other school subjects, while at the same time giving them space to
reflect on and describe their experiences at length if desired. The protocol included
questions about
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

participants’ experiences of writing in high school
their experiences of writing for standardized tests
their attitudes toward writing in high school
their perceptions of “good” writing in high school
their writing processes in high school
their writing experiences in college
how their attitudes, perceptions of “good” writing, and processes have
changed in college

The full interview protocol can be located in Appendix B. The interviews were conducted
and transcribed with the help of a research assistant, Robin Garabedian. As an
undergraduate writing tutor, she had been part of the pilot study and presented about it
with me at writing center conferences at the regional and international level. Robin
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assisted me with writing the Institutional Review Board protocol, and completed the
human subjects training required by the IRB. Her interest in the project was motivated in
part by her own experiences of writing and standardized testing as a high school student,
and although she did not submit these experiences as part of the formal data collection,
her perspective is present in many of the interviews. Although I had worked in the center
as both a graduate tutor and as Assistant Director, I was unfamiliar with many of the
participants, and so likely occupied more of a formal “researcher” position in relation to
these students. Robin’s presence and participation in the interviews varied, but in a way
she was an informal liaison between the participants, many who were her peers and
friends, and me.
I conducted most of the interviews with Robin, but because of scheduling issues,
a few interviews were conducted either by me or by Robin alone; the interview protocol
facilitated some degree of consistency across the interviews. Interviews lasted from thirty
minutes to over an hour in one case, depending on the length and depth of participants’
responses. These interviews were conducted on campus, mainly in a conference room
belonging to the University Writing Program. Interviews were recorded on a digital audio
recorder, and then transcribed for coding and analysis. Robin transcribed most interviews,
for which I paid her with funds from a graduate dissertation research grant, and I
transcribed the remaining interviews. I reviewed Robin’s transcripts while listening to the
interview recordings; this allowed me to address places she had noted were difficult to
transcribe, to correct any possible errors, to review the interview data, and to create
consistency across the transcripts. We used verbatim transcriptions, including vocal
fillers, which were transcribed phonetically (e.g., “um,” “like”). In reviewing the
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transcripts, I used ellipses to indicate pauses (…). These are included in some of the
excerpts in this dissertation, and I distinguish pause-related ellipses from the spaced
periods that indicate excerpting: “…” indicates a pause, while “ . . .” or “ . . . .” indicates
excerpting and selection. I have edited some excerpted transcripts to remove excessive
vocal fillers, but have mainly left them intact, seeing these as potential affective
dimensions of participants’ responses.
We interviewed 25 people, including a few graduate student tutors, but I decided
to omit these graduate students from data analysis to maintain a consistent temporal
frame of reference, and because they had a more difficult time remembering their high
school writing experiences. I narrowed the remaining 20 interviews to 13 by omitting
participants who had attended school outside of Massachusetts and/or who had not
attended a public high school. These criteria allowed me to work with a manageable set
of data in terms of the number of interviews but also ensured some consistency of
context. Having attended public high schools in Massachusetts, these participants all had
similar experiences with standardized testing, as discussed above. Although these
participants’ experiences of testing varied depending on the conditions of their school
district, local community, and school, as well as family, personal, and interpersonal
factors, I could eliminate any possible variations of other state assessment systems and
work from a generally shared assessment context. This did not end up playing a
significant role in my analysis, but allowed me to streamline my analysis process
somewhat by not having to attend to the details or differences of secondary writing
assessments from other states.
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Researcher-Participant Relations
Any research situation is a social space comprised of relations among participants
and researchers, and these relations shape and structure the interactions of all and the
meaning constructed within this context. I had different relationships with participants
based on my involvement with the writing center as well as with ongoing tutor education.
Having previously served as Assistant Director of the writing center, I had been involved
in this education and professional development more directly for some participants, as the
teaching assistant and instructor of their theory and practicum courses respectively. These
participants had spent the most time with me before the interviews took place. For other
tutors, I had served as supervisor and had facilitated ongoing education and professional
development only in the writing center (not in the classroom). These participants also
knew me and had a working relationship with me, though had spent less time with me
before the interviews. And for some participants, who were tutor interns at the time of the
interviews, I had no administrative or supervisory role but instead was known by them as
a graduate writing tutor, thus had had very little interaction with them prior to the
interview. At the time of the interviews, then, I had no current position of authority in
relation to any of the participants, but based on the relations described above, there was
the possibility of residual relations of authority.
This being said, as fellow writing center workers, participants and I entered the
research space with some shared experiences, knowledge, and values around writing
education, which could have shaped participants’ perspectives or approach to answering
the questions, as well as the nature of the interactions and the meanings being constructed
during the interview. Participants were informed that the study was about standardized

57

testing and writing, and were free to make their own interpretations or inferences about
the researcher’s values based on our shared context. Overall, the interviews were fairly
informal, depending in some way on the degree of familiarity between researcher and
participant, though this does not mean that participants’ views or perspectives were any
more or less “authentic” or guarded, rather, these conditions shape the nature of the
interactions and the co-construction of meaning within the research space. Some
participants elaborated on test-related writing, for example, while others had less to say
about it because it was less of a factor or they had little memory of it. This variation in
the interviews signals some degree participant agency within the research context: not all
participants made a point to belabor talk of testing if it wasn’t relevant for them. I tried to
allow for these varied experiences of writing and testing in the interview protocol by
asking about writing experiences in high school before asking more specifically about
testing.
Data Analysis
My study is designed to forward student perspectives in the broader discussion
and understanding of standardized testing’s operations and impacts within education.
Even with this student focus, this research is animated by my theoretical commitments,
my investments in public education, more specifically writing education, and my
participation in the social material conditions impacting the work of writing. As I
approached the process of analyzing my data, I wanted to balance these two frames: to
attend to what participants were saying in the context of the interviews as well as the
commitments that had motivated me to pursue this research. My data analysis process
proceeded in phases, beginning with inductive analysis and moving to make interpretive
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claims about patterns and themes I was seeing in participants’ talk. With the earlier
phases of analysis, I used inductive approaches to analyze the data, generating insights
“by starting with specific elements and finding connections among them” (Hatch 161).
Attending to the “particulars within data” (Hatch 161) before moving on to identify
patterns and themes allowed me to familiarize myself with the data and then refine my
research questions and units of analysis. As analysis progressed, I identified patterns and
themes with mind mapping and memo writing (Braun and Clarke 89; Saldaña), and I
shared my in-progress codes and decisions with my advisor and writing partners. In the
later phases of analysis, I developed themes by bringing in external theoretical concepts
and terms as they cohered with the patterns I was seeing in my inductive codes and
categories, and my data in turn helped me further revise and refine the theoretical
concepts.
During data analysis, I used a research journal and research memo writing to
record and reflect on specific coding decisions and observations or insights about my
reading and interpretation of the data. I used the practice of journal and memo writing,
and sharing these with my advisor, as a way of moving back and forth between the
micro- and macro-levels of data analysis. In this research journal, I noted developing lists
of codes, related excerpts, and evolving definitions. Writing research memos throughout
the analysis process allowed me to take a step back from this coding to articulate some of
my decisions and highlight provisional insights. In other words, writing these memos
helped me move from the heuristic move of “[c]oding and categorizing . . . to detect
some of the possible patterns at work within the corpus” to “further articulat[ing my]
deductive, inductive, and abductive thinking processes on what things may mean”
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(Saldaña 98). With these memos and discussion around my choices, I was able to move
beyond granular and descriptive coding toward making larger interpretive claims about
my data.
I also used this research journal as a space to make sense of the process of
analysis, one that is iterative rather than linear, and to make sense of my role and identity
as a researcher in this project. The work of producing this dissertation constitutes my own
consequential transition, under Beach’s framework. The dispositions that motivated my
exploration of writing-related transfer were a significant element in my own process of
understanding inductive analysis and forwarding my interpretive claims. The research
journal, then, was a place to “openly reflect on what is happening during the research
experience” but also “how [I] feel about it” (Hatch 87). Keeping a research journal served
as “a record of the affective experience of doing a study” (Hatch 87), and this affective
record supported me as I delved into the affective dimensions of my participants’ writing
experiences.
Phase One: Data Coding
I began my analysis by reading through the interview transcripts several times,
coding what I saw, and making notes of my initial impressions — words, phrases, or
other features that stood out, and similar kinds of sentiments or ideas found in multiple
interviews. This “initial coding” or “open coding” (Saldaña 81; Charmaz) helped me
familiarize myself with the data before moving on to more systematic coding, allowing
me to “remain open to all possible theoretical directions indicated by [my] readings of the
data” (Charmaz qtd on Saldaña 81). I began to note features such as perceptions of school
writing, including “text types,” like five-paragraph essays, research essays, and practice
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essays for AP and MCAS; perceptions of the emphasis on testing or pressure around
testing; as well as adjectives and descriptions suggesting restriction, such as “rigid,”
“strict,” “format.” I was struck at this stage by the presence of negative talk or
experiences across multiple interviews; I had assumed, based on participants’ successful
college writing and their interest in writing—which generally motivates peer writing
tutors to seek out this position—that participants would have more positive talk about
their writing experiences or at least their successful representations as writers through
grades and test scores (Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak). Time and additional writing
experiences may not have tempered these emotions or views such that these external
representations were shaping participants’ representations.
From this initial round of coding, I created a list of codes that allowed me to
capture what was in the data in relation to the interview questions, but at a granular level,
rather than an interpretive level that would help me pursue my research questions. This
list included codes such as “HS Writing Instruction,” including “feedback,” “forms of
writing,” “assessment,” and “test-related instruction” (see Appendix C for full list). As I
continued reading and taking notes about the interviews, I considered possible larger
categories, such as “assessment,” “consequences,” “perceptions of writing,” and
“attitudes toward writing,” but struggled to apply them in a way that helped me make
sense of these many codes. With this initial coding, I was able to begin thinking across
interviews to consider possible similarities or patterns, but the codes I had produced were
too granular to help me generate any organizing themes.
As I worked to refine my coding, I realized that I had been focused on the wrong
thing: trying to make a pronouncement on instruction and testing based on some kind of
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report provided by these students, rather than working from units of analysis based on my
research questions and data collection to explore the ways students talk about writing
instruction and testing. This led me to revisit my research questions and break down
“perception” into meaningful units for coding and analysis:
What are the values circulating through participants’ talk about writing,
high school writing instruction, and testing? What theories of writing are
being activated?
Rather than looking at high school writing instruction or testing experiences as units of
analysis, I needed to look for values and then categorize those values-coded segments. I
had been trying to read those values into the descriptions of high school writing
instruction and testing, in some ways trying to identify and interpret in one step.
With this refocusing, I generated and defined the following list of units for
coding:
•
•
•
•
•
•

VALUE = what’s important or significant to a participant
THEORY = how participant explains something (or why it’s important)
− beliefs included in theories, for now, but perhaps a later subcode:
opinions, prejudices, “interpretive perceptions” ()
PRACTICE = an action related to writing or writing process
RESOURCE = a relationship or material condition that allows participants
to do something, or gives them access to something
TEACHING = explicit mentions of teacher practice (could later be coded
for value)
ATTITUDE = affective moments — expressions of like/dislike that are
different from VALUE (but could be coded for value)

After further reflecting on my research question, I decided that values coding, “the
application of codes onto qualitative data that reflect a participant’s values, attitudes, and
beliefs, representing his or her perspectives or worldview” (Saldaña 89) would allow me
to code more systematically with fewer but more relevant codes that could be a starting
point for further analysis. Coding for values, beliefs, and attitudes seemed especially
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relevant given the negative attitudes that had emerged in my initial coding; I wanted to
explore what might be “behind” or generative of these attitudes, for example, possible
values or beliefs about what writing and writing education is or should be. This prompted
me to retain the “practices” code, so I could mark perceptions of writing-related actions
and processes in the interview data.
Having developed a more focused coding scheme in relation to my research
questions, I further defined and operationalized these codes. This allowed me to make
distinctions in my data, for example between “belief” and “theory,” and it allowed me to
reconcile social science researchers’ concepts of value, attitude, and belief with how
these are taken up in composition scholarship to address writing more specifically. In
Saldaña’s values coding, for example, values and attitudes are included in a system of
beliefs (along with knowledge, experiences, opinions, and “other interpretive perceptions
of the social world” [90]). For Doug Downs and Liane Robertson, however, knowledge
and beliefs about writing (both explicit and tacit) “make up [one’s] personal theory of
writing,” which is “developed through education, experience, observation, and cultural
narratives of writing” (110). In other words, it is a way of making sense of past
experiences (what my study, and specifically these interviews, were concerned with), and
making predictions about future experience. For Downs and Robertson, the theory
includes conceptions of “what happens when,” “what ought to be happening,” and “why
that does or does not happen” as a way of “shaping” action and interpreting results (111).
Theory, then, can be built from past experience, and reading for theory or interpreting
theory could function as way of seeing how a writer is making sense of past experience.
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With this, I also considered Dana Lynn Driscoll’s explanation of how beliefs and
values are related:
Beliefs, values, and epistemologies are related concepts, but each is
distinct. Beliefs are the opinions and perspectives that students hold about
their education, values are beliefs that assign worth, and epistemologies
are particular beliefs about learning/knowing/doing. (“Clashing” 23)
These elements are all related and connected: values inform theories and vice versa. As
Saldaña notes, values coding is “an admittedly slippery task . . . for it is sometimes
difficult to discern what is a value, attitude, or belief because they are intricately
interrelated” (Fundamentals 105). I proceeded with his recommendation to “categorize
the codes for each of the three different constructs together (i.e., all values in one group,
attitudes in a second group, and beliefs in a third group)” (105) and used memo writing
and additional analysis to look for further patterns and themes. I decided to proceed with
beliefs codes rather than coding for theory, treating beliefs as an initial unit of analysis
that could serve as a building block for theory, which I could go back to work with at an
interpretive level. Informed by this exploration of these terms, I proceeded with coding
belief as “what we think and feel as true or necessary” about writing, writing instruction,
and writing practices (Saldaña Fundamentals 105), attitude as a way of “think[ing] and
feel[ing]” about writing (Saldaña Coding 89), and value as an attribution of importance
with respect to writing (89). For initial rounds of coding, I used Dedoose, a web-based
qualitative research program, to code excerpts.
I then recoded the initial value, belief, and attitude segments in order to name
specific kinds of values, beliefs, and attitudes that I could then categorize and analyze.
This round produced codes such as “external, authority,” which included instances where
participants’ value-coded statements referenced the feedback or opinion of a teacher,
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parent, or college instructor — someone other than themselves, and usually in a position
of authority. Although I was coding these excerpts thematically, I noticed instances of
imperative statements that emerged, such as “she made us revise it, way more.” This
prompted me to look at imperatives and modal verbs such as “had to” and “must,” which
I take up in Chapter 3. At this stage, I also articulated the relationship between attitudes
and values, noting that values could be derived from attitudes-coded statements. For
example, John described his AP English teacher as “terrible,” which I coded as attitude
because of the affective nature of the value judgment. But the coded segment also
included something that I saw as a value, which served as a basis for the judgment: “he
gave us these preparation exams that should get us ready for the AP, but he didn’t give us
any feedback on how to improve.”
Having generated codes for specific beliefs, attitudes, and values, I wanted to
explore the broader patterns shared across these individual responses. In moving from
description to interpretation, I also wanted to further understand what was generative of
or “behind” these beliefs and attitudes. With these goals, I proceeded to make mind-maps
to help me search for patterns and relationships across the coded data. I used these visual
representations to “[sort] the different codes into potential themes” (Braun and Clarke 89)
that would help me make sense of the data beyond the individual level. For this process, I
constructed mind-maps using the web-based MindMeister program and with Scapple
software (see Appendices D, E, F). With these mind-maps and memo writing, I generated
categories or “meta-codes” (Saldaña 152) that pulled together the specific coded
segments for my beliefs and values codes. See Table 3 for examples of categories
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generated from the beliefs mind-map process, including sample coded excerpts.

Table 3: Categories developed from beliefs mind-map and memoing (continued onto
next page)
Categories or meta-codes:
Contains codes that name:
• ways of talking about or representing a relation to writing
(e.g., agency, power)
• factors that mediate the writer’s relation with writing (e.g.,
resources)
• qualities of this relation (e.g., personal
engagement/investment)
• social relations with instructors, peers, etc.
Sample coded excerpt:
beliefs about relations

“So my whole process in writing everything like that is, if I
literally look at every single world, and say this makes sense,
and make sure that I’m catching myself on everything, and if I
go to the teacher, she sees I’m putting in an effort, things like
that, if I have my essay out on my desk and she sees the
highlighting and writing, she knows I’m putting in effort, so
she’s going to grade me based on how she thinks that I’m
working on it. So it was more me…looking back internally
and being like, there’s nothing I could have done more. . . . to
succeed” (Tracy) [coded as agency, control]
Contains codes that name:
• social processes of writing
• theories of writing (e.g., writing as inquiry, rhetorical
conceptions of writing)
• descriptions or perceptions of writing processes
• beliefs about testing
Sample coded excerpts:

beliefs about processes

“I guess I definitely came to college thinking that I wasn’t a
particularly good writer, and not really even understanding what
good writing was, to an extent. It was almost like there was
definitely good writing, and I wasn’t doing it, but I had no
idea what good writing was” (Shannon) [coded as
mystification]
“it’s a good thing to say you can write under pressure, you can
follow specific formats, you can pull from documents, you can,
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um, analyze prompts quickly, you can format [indecipherable],
these are all really important skills you can have, but I think
that…it’s…it creates a mentality where people can only think
in those ways” (Mark) [coded as fixing, isolating]
Contains codes that name:
• specific writing activities or tasks
Sample coded excerpt:

beliefs about practices

“. . . in high school, it had always been like suggested to use
like a thesaurus for like, I don’t know, words like…good. Like,
“Don’t ever use the word good in a paper, so like you need to go
to a thesaurus and you need to find a better word.” So like I was
kind of used to like writing academic papers in a way that like I
would trade like a lot of words for like these really like fancy
words that I didn’t really know what they were . . .” (Heidi)
[coded as practice]

The meta-codes I developed with the beliefs mind-map and memoing were
particularly formative because they helped me see beliefs as grounded in social space,
practices, and relationships, leading me to develop themes that were based in relations,
processes, and practices. This served as a turning point in my analysis, as I began to
connect students’ beliefs, as well as values, with perceptions of practices and processes
around writing and writing instruction. In this way, the particular practices and actions
from the earlier, granular analysis came together with the analysis of attitudes and values.
With this relational frame, I could see how values and beliefs were markers of
writers’ relations with writing practices and processes — how they perceived that relation
was framed, managed, enabled. This frame reflects a social material framework that sees
material conditions, relations, and practices as generative of social practices, including
discursive practices and ways of knowing. At the same time, these social practices have a
“shaping influence” (Hennessy 92) upon the material, functioning as one of the means by
which people articulate and make sense of material relations. This social material
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perspective also allowed me to consider patterns of relations across participants’ talk
about individual writing experiences.
Phase Two: Developing Themes
I developed themes by using this relational frame to analyze my coded excerpts.
Looking within the “agency” coded excerpts in relation to practices and processes, I was
able to bring together instances of agency with labor or work, which I had noticed in the
data in earlier rounds of coding but had not been able to meaningfully analyze. This
consideration suggested alienation as a possible theme; in a Marxist register, this concept
is understood in terms of relations with labor and so seemed to cohere with what I was
seeing in my data. The following excerpt is an example of how I approached agency in
relation with labor:
in high school they would always make us revise, but I would just make
up things and not actually revise my paper [laughs] and just put marks all
over it, and not actually do anything (Linda)
In earlier rounds of coding, I had noted that revision had no value for this writer, and that
she seemed to be describing exerting control over her writing in school contexts. But
thinking about this practice in terms of agency or control in relation to labor helped me
see this, and other excerpts such as Tracy’s in Table 3, as possible examples of alienation.
With this insight, I brought in a Marxist conceptual framework to analyze my data, to see
whether this deductive approach could yield any other insights.
Using terms from this framework (commodification, reification, alienation, labor,
use value, exchange value, and forms of capital), I re-mapped my existing categories to
look for meaningful themes (see Appendix G). This mapping and memoing allowed me
to bring attitudes back in to my analysis, as I started to see certain categories that had
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originally been coded as values or beliefs in affective terms (e.g., efficacy, detachment,
disavowal, even rigidity/flexibility). This led me to consider that attitudes and emotion
could be an affective dimension that would provide a way of seeing or identifying
instances of alienation, or a way of reading writers’ relations to their labor. I decided to
pursue alienation as the main theme to highlight in my data, and developed my data
chapters accordingly.
Phase Three: Developing Chapters
This theme of alienation that emerged from my analysis prompted further
exploration to develop an understanding of its characteristics and conditions. I looked
back at the data to identify the dimensions of alienation as well as the ways writing is
conceptualized or positioned that makes this alienation possible. Although alienation is a
significant finding for this study, my analysis yielded a progressive argument that formed
the basis for my data chapters. In rereading my data, I considered what practices and
processes contribute to the conditions that make alienation possible, the focus of Chapter
3. In developing this chapter, my interpretive framework allowed me to develop
categories around participants’ descriptions of forms of writing as well as the ways texts
are valued. As I read and categorized participants’ responses for Chapter 4, I looked at
how alienation operates in their talk about writing processes and scenes of writing.
However, I also found that my data spoke back to Marxist conceptions of alienation.
Working with the data for this chapter, I brought my attitudes analysis back in to explore
the affective dimension of alienation. Not only does this affective dimension modify a
Marxist understanding of alienation, it also suggests insights for the ways composition
understands dispositions in relation to transfer. I decided to explore the insights generated
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from this conception of alienation in Chapter 5, considering their implications for
composition’s approaches to transfer as well as why this matters for 21st century writing
economies.
Limitations of the Study
The size and characteristics of my sample of participants for this study limit my
ability to make larger claims about the long-term impacts of standardized testing
discourses on writers’ dispositions. While “elucidat[ing] the particular, the specific”
better describes the intent of qualitative research than does generalizability (Creswell
157), in light of my stated commitments and investments, one significant conclusion of
this study is that the insights that have emerged from it can generate and guide future
studies, which may have more explanatory power or provide more theoretical richness
around the nature of alienation and other social material dispositions around writing. In
addition to the small sample size, the characteristics of this selected participant group
limits the generalizability of my analysis for larger groups of students who cannot be
assumed to have the same experience with writing theories, writing center pedagogy, and
reflective talk about writing practices.
I had addressed the potential limitations of sample size and type in my initial
study design and data collection, a design that I imagined to be different than what I have
explained above. In the prospectus stage, I had included and collected survey data from
students enrolled in first-year writing courses at the same institution (both College
Writing and Basic Writing.) In addition to some demographic questions about their high
school background and reasons for attending this institution, the survey included
questions about the characteristics that they thought made up “good writing”; the skills or
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tools from high school writing they were bringing to college writing situations; their
writing experiences outside of school contexts; how their understanding of good writing
had changed since high school; and about their writing processes. I had intended to
analyze this survey data in relation to the interview responses, but after conducting
analysis of the interview data, I determined that the interviews provided richness around
the nature of the relation with writing that was worth pursuing in depth. In particular, the
emphasis my data analysis ended up putting on attitudes and relations was not something
I had expected, thus I had not asked survey questions that would connect to this analysis.
I also found that the interview responses revealed limitations around the kinds of
questions the survey had asked. Although it was designed for breadth rather than depth,
and though it included a number of open-response questions, the length of the survey
combined with the framing of some of the questions limited my ability to look at
respondents’ attitudes and values in a substantive way. For example, a few of the 111
respondents mentioned the “five-paragraph essay” or other form-related aspects of
writing as a skill or tool they were bringing with them from high school to college.
Quantifying these results could provide a snapshot of student writers’ perceptions, but in
light of reading and analyzing the interviews, this quantitative data did not quite provide
insights into values, attitudes, and relations in a way that contributed to my analysis. This
left me with the depth and richness of a small, selective sample of participants.
I think this particular group of participants was valuable for the reasons described
above: their extensive conceptual framework and language, as well as training in
reflection around writing, for talking about their writing experiences. By interviewing
them and exploring the ways they perceive and experience writing within educational
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contexts, I was able to think about the commodification of writing and the cultivation of
alienated dispositions around the work of writing with a group of writers whom I
assumed would have avoided alienation. So, while the results of this study allow me to
bring alienation and a relational conception of dispositions into view with standardized
testing, writing, and notions of transfer, theorizing alienation as a disposition with an
affective dimension invites further research. Given the dominance of standardized
assessment discourses, as teachers, researchers, parents, activists and others attempt to
show as well as challenge the disproportionate impact of high-stakes testing and other
neoliberal education practices, research of the kind initiated here provides an important
area of inquiry into student writers’ experiences.
Limitations related to validation and credibility
Another possible limitation of this study is the lack of dialogue and negotiation
with participants around my analyses and interpretations (Creswell 248) or the lack of
additional data collection such as subsequent interviews. This was not part of the study
design nor the IRB protocol, which, as described above, proposed a mixed methods
approach. In addition to this, my analysis focused on social processes rather than
portraying participants’ experiences in ways that would be verifiable or even
recognizable by them. I acknowledge that the data being analyzed is a co-construction,
produced by the interaction of my participants, my research assistant (at times), and me,
and that I have brought to this analysis my own interests and commitments, as well as my
struggle to understand the research process and my own role (not to mention capabilities)
as researcher. What I did not do here is continue that process in dialogue with my
participants; the process of validation and establishing credibility for my study was
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enacted through writing and submitting research memos; discussion with my advisor,
dissertation reader, and writing partners; and self-reflection in my research journal,
research memos, discussion, and in this dissertation. Participants matriculated during the
course of interview transcription and data analysis, and I did not design the study to keep
records to be able to contact them and negotiate my initial and later interpretations of the
interview data. As I conclude this initial study and direct my attention to future directions
for research, I acknowledge how much I have learned about and from my participants,
and how integral they are to the research process — to making knowledge about writing
and the teaching of writing, the very endeavors to which I commit myself. I understand
and claim my interpretations in this dissertation as “temporal, located, and always open to
reinterpretation” (Creswell 248). The conclusions drawn from this study, then, are
temporary, a pause in an ongoing dialogue about the issues animating this research.
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CHAPTER 3
WRITING AS COMMODITY

One significant theme, alienation, emerged from my analysis of the participant
interviews, highlighting how writers’ relation to school writing was or was not selfdetermined; that is, ways that writers were (or were not) given, as one participant put it,
“access to having an identity in language.” Although older, expressivist theories of
writing have focused on alienation, they have done so in terms of how it restricts
students’ authentic voices. Alienation in my interviews was much different; students are
disinvested not only because writing norms silence writers but also because writing
itself—both process and product—is objectified such that student voices do not factor
into the valuation of writing. If we take literacies to be ideological (see Street), then the
relations of literacy are social, even if they are expressed in individual forms. Thinking
about alienation this way raises questions about the social organization of the work of
writing, and the attendant social relations, that make up the material conditions for
alienation. If we understand writers to be alienated from their writing, how is the activity
of writing organized to make this possible?
In order to understand alienation, we must first examine the ways students’
relations with writing are organized around value. To do this, I focus on students’
perceptions of value circulating via language like “rigid” and “strict,” as well as in
specific rules or injunctions. Interpreting this language, I identify patterns in the ways
participants perceive their writing instruction and writing experiences, speaking of
particular features of writing and strict forms or genres like a five-paragraph essay (5PE).
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My analysis of the student interviews on these issues finds that value operates according
to a logic that removes writing from social practice thus limiting students’ access to
agency. In other words, values work to construct a commodity relation for students and
their writing. These retrospective interviews show the durability of this commodity
relation in students’ struggle to articulate writing values outside of this logic. Though
high school writing is located in the past—in the words of one participant, “we’re above
that now”—a break with these commodity logics is not so simple, a matter of progressing
to a next stage. The struggle over value in these interviews shows the potential staying
power of these reified and commodified notions of writing even after writers have left
standardized secondary contexts.
When scholars and teachers consider the commodification of writing or literacy,
they are, at base, looking at the relationship of use and exchange value with respect to
textual production and circulation. This relationship works on two levels: products and
social processes. Commodification can refer to the ways writing is utilized to materialize
knowledge and produce commodities—objects for exchange—in the economy. Deborah
Brandt’s research on workaday writers takes this as a subject of inquiry, investigating
writing as a means of production within the knowledge sector of the global economy6:
“writing itself is the product that is bought and sold . . . it embodies [materializes]
knowledge, information, invention, service, social relations, news” (16). At another level,
to consider writing as a commodity is to consider a certain kind of relation among writer,

6

I want to distinguish “knowledge economy” from “knowledge sector of the economy”
because I think the former, which is commonly used, totalizes a certain aspect of
economic production (the tech and services sectors that characterize much of the
American economy) and seals it from other forms of “unskilled,” lower-paid labor, both
in America and globally.
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text, and reader(s): one characterized by the logic of commodity exchange. This relation
operates via reification, or ways of isolating texts from the social relations of meaningmaking, such that particular kinds of texts or features of texts are seen as having value
(including achieving effects or meaning) in themselves. John Trimbur shows this logic at
work in his analysis of the discourse of literacy crisis: as psychometrics begins to
represent literacy “as a decontextualized set of skills,” the conception—and the value—of
literacy is removed from “actual uses” and “acquire[s] a kind of exchange value that
represent[s] measurable cognitive abilities” (“Literacy” 292). The commodity relation
therefore works such that exchange comes to define the only “actual use” of the writer’s
text, whether as measurement or some form of remuneration. This contradictory relation
comprises the “organization of human relations” (Hennessy 15) that defines the capitalist
mode of producing social life. As Marxist feminist scholar Rosemary Hennessy explains,
In historical materialism we have a way of knowing that recognizes that
the accumulation of surplus value or profit on which capitalism depends is
fundamentally based on human relations of exploitation, and recognizes
that these relations are never lived in economic terms alone. (15)
John Trimbur’s analysis of Marx’s Grundrisse to theorize the circulation of writing
shows how this “kernel of relations” (Hennessy 15) under capitalism operates outside of
economic terms. In his analysis, “what” circulates is not just an object or product, e.g., a
type of text; through circulation of commodities, social relations and ways of seeing these
relations are constructed and reconstructed. Commodity exchange, then, involves more
than the circulation of products or money or texts; it constitutes a logic that structures
social relations. More than an economic condition, it involves “ways of knowing”
(Hennessy 18) that sustain and reproduce it. In this light, looking at the ways writing is
commodified helps show how value circulates in writing according to a specific
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arrangement of social relations. Within a commodity relation, a writer can be alienated
from their writing when their access to the use value of their writing is prevented or
denied: rather than providing for human needs (e.g., communication and action),
writing’s value is defined solely in terms of exchange—for a grade, a test score, or other
forms of capital, symbolic or otherwise. As Bruce Horner explains, “the work of writing”
is commodified when “the value of the work is identified not with the social relations of
its production (including its consumption) but with the form of the product” (219).
Further, the writer herself is subject to commodification “into a bundle of skills for
subsequent exchange on the job market” (Horner Terms 212). I discuss here how writing
is commodified in students’ talk about their high school and college writing; in my next
chapter, I analyze alienation as the effect. Writing teacher-scholars must reckon with the
staying power of this reified view of writing—in other words with transfer in terms of
beliefs about writing and its value with which students make sense of new ways of seeing
writing, such as a meaningful communicative activity, as means of producing knowledge,
etc.
Writing Reified
One way that “values” circulated in participants’ talk was in reflection on the
writing valued in high school, communicated to them as texts to emulate as well as texts
to avoid. In this, they identified value or purpose as attributed to types of texts or features
of texts. Through strict rules and fixed forms, what’s valuable in writing is isolated from
the social process of meaning making and separated from any use for these writers aside
from exchange value, that is, remuneration in the form of a grade, score, or credit. In
other words, writing has been reified. For example, participants pointed to sentence-level
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features that were emphasized in school like grammar and vocabulary. Good writing
involved “perfect grammar, everything is absolutely clear,” without “much room for the
flexibility in what good writing is.” This type of value circulates in the negative form as
well, with “extremely colloquial grammar” a feature of “bad” example essays, and the
threat of failure in college “if your grammar isn’t perfect”. In addition to sample texts or
memorable strictures, feedback and evaluation could also emphasize these local issues.
Tracy sums up the feedback she received in high school in this way (pseudonyms are
used in place of participants’ real names):
[T]here was a lot of rubrics involved . . . . I wouldn’t say that so much of
the content was looked at rather than a lot of the marks that I saw on my
paper were related to grammar or not proper citations, so I didn’t really
feel like I was getting feedback on my opinions and my thoughts on the
writing and whether I was being developed as a critical reader, rather than
whether or not I could write to the structures that the administration
wanted.
In this case, Tracy’s specific memory of the form of feedback, “marks,” reflects the level
of engagement with her writing, that is with sentence-level issues like grammar or
citations. Tracy also notes the utility of these “marks” for her, as something she “saw on
my paper,” rather than indicating any engagement with them. The marks, and her paper,
have been rendered static objects.
Lauren also notes these lower-level feedback priorities, which also take the form
of “marks,” and more explicitly emphasizes their lack of instructional—or
communicative—value: “a bunch of red marks everywhere, no explanation, and then just
getting a grade.” The only legible aspect of the feedback in Lauren’s account is the grade,
which makes writing a commodity, its only use value located in exchange. For Lauren,
this kind of teacher feedback follows the logic of testing even though it’s outside of a
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literal testing context, as teachers do what “graders of standardized tests are supposed to,”
deducting for “everything you did wrong” (fixing features of texts) rather than giving
“constructive criticism” that could create a communicative relationship between reader
and writer. As with Tracy, writing and its features have been made static and scorable,
and neither the production of text nor any aspect of its exchange hold value for the writer
beyond that score.
In addition to sentence-level concerns, participants also noted rigid requirements
for paragraphing and organizing essays, whether a 5PE, four-sentence paragraphs, or, as
Mark puts it, “just following formats and copying formats.” Templates like these are
compelling examples of the operation and implications of reification, because these
practices make static both the prescribed parts of the texts (from the teacher) and the
students’ contributions. Writers noted the restricted and restricting ways writing is valued
in high school through format-oriented writing instruction. For example, Heidi and
Shannon both recalled being given prescribed parts of essays or essay templates. Heidi
described her teacher giving a “blanket” thesis to the class, reasoning that the teacher
didn’t like the thesis statements she and her classmates had originally written, “so then
she kind of ended up giving us a thesis that she kind of thought up, and then we were
supposed to kind of argue it, which was a little bizarre.” Rather than noting any insight
into developing thesis statements, Heidi calls the practice “bizarre” as an assessment of
the exercise’s utility, its lack of value for her. Shannon echoes this critical assessment in
her account of being given a “sentence-by-sentence template for an essay” by the teacher,
“where you just put in words,” calling it, sarcastically, “special.” Her tone here dismisses
the experience and establishes her distance from it, and her description of the action
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requested of the writer indicates the lack of ownership over work. Though the templates
that Heidi and Shannon describe may sound familiar, these restricted ways of valuing
texts are important to note because they stage the process of reification taking place in the
rules and fixed formats that many participants noted.
These templates also stage the construction of social relations that reproduce ways
of seeing writing and oneself as writer. The supplied portions of text circulate as
“correct,” unchanging and unquestionable, and at the same time the students’
contributions are made fungible. What is at issue is not only the lack of value these texts
hold for the writers, but also that the designation of the text’s value (and the student’s
contribution) is seen as determined in advance, and outside of, the social process. The
value then constructs a relation—of the writer’s interpretation with established
knowledge, of the writer’s practice with norms of writing, and of the writer and a grade.
Participants’ selection of rules when reflecting on their writing experiences, even
to critique them, shows how reification works to break down and isolate the social
processes of writing. Their ability to remember these rules, even when they’re no longer
useful, shows the indelible impression they make — in other words, how they “transfer”
to new contexts, even in negated form. But, according to participants, that’s how these
processes are designed to operate: not just in terms of specific rules or formats, but also
the idea of “writing” as a specific or concrete thing — as standard. For example, Heidi—
who’d recalled the “blanket” thesis statement—says, “I’d always grown up thinking that
there was, like a really concrete example of bad writing.” This looming presence of a
“concrete example” is the culmination of rules, templates, and the threat of failure for not
adhering to them. That “bad writing” can be a discrete yet universal thing works to
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position Heidi’s writing: it has the potential to become that example, it is always-already
in a position to be labeled, and fixed, as “bad.” This is not to deny the role of assignment
guidelines or genre instruction, rather it shows how ways of thinking about writing
circulate for participants that do not include the generative, creative potential of writing
as action nor the instructional purpose, such as “teaching me to write an argument.”
Bobbie also notes that she “felt like there was just one specific idea or standard of what
good writing is, which is like…perfect grammar, everything is absolutely clear, like,
um…either it’s, it’s like, really short, concise writing, or if it’s like, lengthy, it has to be
like, flowery, elegant, kind of, so and I didn’t think there was much room for the
flexibility in what good writing is.” Although the standard Bobbie describes is
assignment-specific, rather than a broad universal for all writing, that standard is still
perceived as out of reach and, importantly, inflexible. It’s also durable, as Bobbie
reflects, “I thought that [‘five-paragraph standard format,’ ‘thesis . . . the very first
sentence’] was how you’re supposed to write forever.” Linda echoes this perception: “. . .
there are things that I used to think, where like you had to do this if you wanted to be a
good writer but now it’s more like, it depends.” For all of these writers, “good writing” is
defined in terms of definition and standards, rather than action or use: good writing is
something, not good writing does something, or can be used in these ways (Mao).
Together with rules and fixed forms, conceptions and values of “good writing” circulate
that seal it off from the material social process. At the same time, this circulation
constructs and reproduces social relations, positioning students as novices or as little-a
authors (Horner) who need to pursue a standard, rather than make writing work for them,
or even some balance of the two. What’s also striking about these reflections is that they
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continue to circulate in college contexts, informing the perceptions writers have of
writing and their writing ability.
In this light, students’ steadfast grip on the five-paragraph essay format, or other
similar practices, can be considered in terms of dispositions, as embodying reifying
values and relations with respect to writing. This reification establishes notions of writing
in terms of unchanging, universal features of texts, and in doing so it serves to mystify
the work of writing and present it as unattainable for writers. Lauren notes that the
examples of “good” and “bad” writing she was given in high school “kind of made me
think that good writing’s unattainable. At least in terms of what we were given and what
we were able to do with it.” She points to the disconnect between the example (as having
a fixed value) and the conditions under which she was expected to produce a similar text,
in her case, a timed writing setting for an Advanced Placement exam. These conditions
include knowing the reader—a “grader”—won’t spend very much time with their texts:
“my teachers would say to our class, the graders looking at these exams will only read
your responses for a total of four seconds, so you cannot spend a long time structuring
your response. You have to give them everything all at once in a very short format,
otherwise they’re not gonna read it.” Lauren’s assessment, that “good writing’s
unattainable,” captures a theory of writing that includes her position constructed in
relation to writing: the only value in attempting to create a text like the context-free
example is a good score. The writer knows the nature of the “reading” practice on the
other end. Another writer, Shannon, perceives a similar position: “I guess I definitely
came to college thinking that I wasn’t a particularly good writer, and not really even
understanding what good writing was, to an extent. It was almost like there was definitely
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good writing, and I wasn’t doing it, but I had no idea what good writing was.” Shannon’s
response echoes Heidi’s “concrete example of bad writing” in expressing the knownunknowable nature of writing. If effective writing operates as definition—as an is, as
reified—rather than socially, writers are constantly in training and constantly removed
from the uses of their writing. By making writing unattainable, students’ own meaningmaking activity is not perceived to be recognized or valued: the goal is “adequate
progress” or upward mobility. The work of writing must be authorized—valued—outside
of the purview of use value: not by the author, but by an authority.
Commodification and Agency
In this view, this analysis indicates these rules and fixed features and forms can be
problematic not because they tend to result in stilted, boring, robotic writing (easy for test
graders to score, but difficult to help students break away from), but because they are
instances in which the complex social act of writing is reduced to a series of discrete
features. However, reification does not work innocently or neutrally. As these examples
show, treating writing as a discrete thing has implications for the ways writers conceive
of the purpose of writing, and it impacts how they relate to its value. The meaning and
value of the writing are seen as residing not in the relations of writer and reader mediated
by text, but as residing within the text itself. Qualities need to be divorced from social
processes so that those qualities can be assessed with a certain value, a value that allows
it to be quantified and exchanged for a grade or test score (Horner Terms 219-20). In
other words, the values participants perceive in high school writing point up the operation
of a system of values via reification. Value comes to be expressed and identified—and
internalized—in terms of getting “it” right, evidenced by a grade or score. My
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participants, like most students, understand the necessity, or the unavoidability, of the
exchange value of grades and scores. But they’re also aware of what’s lost in this
exchange relation: when the text’s only use for a writer is a score or grade, students are
denied access to an identity in writing.
Heidi offers a particularly salient example of how commodity logic animates
thinking about writing, not only assigning value to a textual feature, but also defining that
value in terms of exchange over use. She says,
. . . in high school, it had always been suggested to use a thesaurus for
like, I don’t know, words like…good. Like, ‘Don’t ever use the word good
in a paper, so you need to go to a thesaurus and you need to find a better
word.’ So I was kind of used to writing academic papers in a way that I
would trade a lot of words for these really fancy words that I didn’t really
know what they were, but that’s what I had been taught . . .
In this instance, it isn’t just a matter of finding another, better, word (the content of her
remembered instruction); this reflection echoes that of the “templates” supplied by
teachers, “where you just put in words.” The language here is compelling, and points up
the contradictory logic at work: “trade” suggests that there was some kind of exchange
happening, and an even or equal one at that, even though the reason for the exchange was
grounded in the inferiority of the original vocabulary. Not only is language commodified,
but it also effectively positions the writer and her language use as inadequate. This is not
to say that instructors shouldn’t encourage writers to vary their language in writing, rather
it speaks to the participant’s perception of how this kind of instruction was framed, the
rationale used and what it says about language, writing, and students. It suggests that
language variation, rather than being offered as something useful for writers, is a means
of increasing the exchange value of a text, whether through the scoring mechanisms of a
test or the cultural capital afforded to certain kinds of language use and denied to others.
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Shannon shows this logic at work when she attributes success on standardized test
writing (specifically the SAT) to the kind of content she uses and in turn her relation to
that content: “it was just by luck that I had mentioned no personal experience and gone
with all outside examples.” In both instances, Shannon and Heidi “trade” one feature of a
text for another with greater exchange value. Both also contain a degree of mystification
about the process: Heidi “didn’t really know” the “fancy” words, but knew they were
more valuable than her own, and Shannon calls her decision “lucky,” which resonates
because she hadn’t received instruction on taking the SAT—she already knows the higher
exchange value of certain kinds of essay content. (Shannon also reflects on the cultural
capital she possesses through race and class privilege, making her use of the word
“lucky” an ironic one.) Examples like these illustrate the relationship of textual features
and exchange value that Les Perelman has shown in research on automated essay scoring,
and further, these participants’ responses show how social relations remain
unacknowledged in the determination of value.
This attribution of value to textual features and forms over the social processes of
meaning-making also offers a different way of seeing a familiar situation in writing
centers: writers’ tendency to use “grammar” to name or describe their writing concerns.
Grammar’s function as a placeholder word contributes to reification in that a complex set
of questions, practices, and affective relations is distilled, or reified, into a discrete
feature of the text. Heidi notes that “grammar is a huge issue, for people coming into the
Writing Center,” attributing it to half of her tutees, both monolingual and multilingual
writers. This observation echoes other participants’ reflections of their own experiences
of having local or sentence-level issues emphasized. However, it also echoes the
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mystification of writing effected through this reification; “grammar” may be the best, or
the only, term available to describe what writers don’t have language for. Indeed, writing
center workers widely understand “grammar” to be a placeholder term for writers when
they do not have access to language to describe their writing concerns, or when they may
not be able to do so in a particular moment. However, commodification provides a
framework for thinking about why a complex of concerns is, or can be, summed up by a
term like “grammar” (or “flow”), and the ideological work accomplished in this usage. In
the symbolic economy of schools and classrooms, a reified feature like grammar
determines the exchange value of the text, and the social relation of writer and reader has
been both devalued and elided, no longer an available means of thinking and talking
about writing7.
This is not to argue that the use value of writing does or should reside in a writer’s
“private” or personal use, or to demand that exchange be abolished. Writing is a social
activity that necessarily involves kinds of exchange; use value can be—and in many
cases must be—realized in communication and action. However, the problem of
commodification is that this social aspect is obscured or denied; the production of texts
according to the logic of commodity production involves seeing the work of writing in
terms of the exchange value of the texts, and that value as a property that inheres in the
texts themselves (and is thus exchangeable for grades, test scores) rather than seeing a
text as a marker that mediates a social relation of the writer with the work of writing as
well as with potential readers (Williams, in Horner Terms 59). As Trimbur notes, value
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It may be worth investigating further how placeholder terms like “grammar” and “flow”
operate similarly or differently in writers’ discourse — “grammar” perhaps indexing
exchange value, while “flow” marks mystification of the work and relations of writing.
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has historically shifted from “actual uses” of literacy in specific contexts, to exchange, or
an abstracted exchangeability, via the mechanisms of measurability, and what’s
measurable are features of texts abstracted from social use (Trimbur “Literacy” 292).
Accompanying this shift are changes in the ways we think of writing classrooms, student
writers, writing teachers, and the work of writing and teaching writing.
The Struggle Over Value
When school writing becomes objectified and removed from social processes,
writers have to struggle to articulate value in ways that challenge commodity thinking.
Even as participants begin to see writing differently—identifying the potential for writing
to have value for them—it is difficult to define a different relation with writing.
Participants observe this struggle in their consultations, in tutees’ resistance to breaking
out of prescriptive or formulaic ways of writing (several participants reference the “fiveparagraph thing”). As Chris points out, these “things” hold value, and it can be difficult,
even “scary,” for writers to change this relation:
When you ask them to change the way they think about writing, it’s a
really scary thing because . . . from, I mean, what, third grade? I was told
to write a specific way up until eleventh grade of high school? That’s like,
eight or nine years of writing the exact same way, and then when you get
here, in like a two-year period you realize that doesn’t work anymore. And
that’s a terrifying shift, to realize that you have to change something about
your writing.
As writing tutors, these participants see purposes for writing—for themselves and for
their tutees—that challenge or exceed exchange value. However, claiming this value is
not so clear-cut when writing has been reified and commodified.
This struggle over value plays out in the language participants use to critique the
rules or forms of high school writing from their position as college writers, in an attempt
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to push past and challenge reified aspects of writing. Their language bears traces of this
fixedness, and the external determination of value, even as they revise the rules or claim
more agency. For example, Bobbie explains, “coming to college, I’m pretty sure I was
blown away that we could use like the words I, you, um…that we didn’t have to follow,
like, a five-paragraph standard format, that your thesis statement could actually be
anywhere, it doesn’t have to be the very first sentence, it could be at the end or
something.” The modal verbs “can” and “could” express possibility and opportunity
alongside the imperative mood, which conveys commands, obligations, and rigidity.
Bobbie’s challenge to reification is in process; instead of a complete negation or rejection
of the rules or fixed forms, these statements show a transition away from the restrictions
of reification and movement toward agency — moving beyond mystification toward
doing things with writing. Heidi, who remembered the blanket thesis statement and being
encouraged to trade her words in for better ones, says, “I can’t even tell you the last time
I did a five-paragraph essay. . . . so you’re supposed to have three points in a fiveparagraph essay, sometimes I’ll have two points or I’ll have one point or I’ll have seven,
and that’s okay, it doesn’t…it doesn’t always fit the hamburger model.” In these
instances, the revision of the rule is explicit, but the rule is still a reference point in the
negation (“we didn’t have to follow” a 5PE). There is still the trace of the rule or the
fixed form—a relation to writing where value is determined without the writer. Even
though writing is being opened up beyond fixed rules, it is expressed here in terms of
being released from obligations, as if the writer has been given permission from an
authority who still has some presence.
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In other instances, the responses name options without explicitly mentioning these
rules. For example, Shannon says, “now that I know…more about how to take part in my
own writing, I guess, I can pull in more things I’ve read in literature, I can pull in words .
. .” Her language here is particularly interesting: that she can “take part in [her] own
writing” indicates a different kind of relationship — one of participation, possibly
agency. Tracy also notes a different relation: “my idea of good writing [in high school]
was that you had a thesis statement that connected to the conclusion and three body
paragraphs, something like that, so then when I got to college, it was kind of a shocker,
like, oh wow, I can be creative in my essays.” Statements like “I don’t have to” and “I
can” both gesture toward agency, indicating a transition away from reification and even
commodification to think about their purposes and options as writers.
The expression of agency in terms of a negation raises the question for me of the relation
of talk and practice—of dispositions. Do these ways of seeing value linger even when a
writer explicitly rejects or challenges a prior rule or format? Even as writers move from
these prescriptive writing situations to those that offer the potential to do something with
writing or for the text to have use value, their embodied dispositions can generate
practices that reenact a commodity relation. I see this as what Kelly tries to describe in
the texts she sees in the writing center:
[E]specially the 112 [FYW] essays I’ve worked with, it’s very much, you
know, they’re writing it as if it was an MCAS or SAT response thing, not
[necessarily] adhering to that structure but adhering to the…what the
person’s looking for. ‘Cause a lot of those essays, like [suddenly you
have] choice, but the majority of essays that I read represent the choice
that is the least time-consuming, at least that’s what I thought when I was
in the class. They’re the easiest one to develop an opinion on, and it’s, you
know, opinions shared by the author, and it’s more a summary type thing.
And every single essay I read about Google is exactly the same, they’re
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kind of talking the same, the exact same things, um, that the writer wrote.
In this instance, Kelly notes more than just a lack of depth or analysis in the first-year
writing essays she encounters, but the adoption of a stance in relation to the author of the
text they’re responding to—in effect the students’ enactment of a relation to their own
writing. She calls upon a reified form of writing, “an MCAS or SAT response thing,” to
identify this stance in terms of the writers’ relation to exchange value. Kelly’s perception
of this stance calls to mind the self-identified “FCAT writer” in Yancey, Robertson, and
Taczak’s work (104) as well as Les Perelman’s and Ed White’s assessments of the kinds
of thinking and writing rewarded by testing, that is, the ways writers are trained to be
“bullshitters,” to minimize the importance of facts or personal investment in timed
writing situations.
As the writers in this study think differently about their writing in college
contexts, they still find themselves constrained within social relations that temper their
agency. What remains even as the rules are removed or challenged is a relation to
writing, a disposition toward writing as objectified or removed from social processes. Just
as reified writing can be seen as mystical or unattainable, this tension between agency
and limitation shows the ways reified and commodified writing shapes social relations
and distributes means of production, or “the productive means to name the world, to give
it shape and coherent meaning” (Trimbur “Circulation” 209). In this sense, then, writing
is reified such that writers’ conceptions of their own agency in writing is impacted. Even
when the rules change, or when they are revised, critiqued, discarded, or replaced, the
ways of thinking engendered by the circulation of these practices and ideas can remain.
Bobbie notes the enduring relation that has been constructed through these rules:
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I definitely believe, the two teachers at least, that I had in high school who
emphasized the writing, whatever they taught me helped me a lot in
preparing me for college, um, not necessarily just because they taught me
the five-paragraph rule, but it was just like, I learned how to adapt to what
they wanted, and to just, yeah, follow what they wanted. . . That seems to
be the rule here in college.
Here, the “rule” has shifted from a specific feature or type of text to the relation of writer
and teacher. Bobbie has identified the effect of reification in removing agency from the
writer. Even as writers move away from fixed features, with additional choices or even
the potential to do something with writing, they have embodied dispositions that
reproduce this relation, one that impacts agency. What’s being distributed, then, is not
necessarily a discrete set of rules or skills, but a way of thinking that includes both rules
or skills (the difficulty tutees have of letting go of the 5PE or breaking away from the
forms) and, even without the rules or forms, the relation to writing those rules help
construct, such as “answer-getting dispositions” (Wardle “Creative”). Commodity
thinking is reproduced as values, for example valuing the “least-time consuming” way of
accomplishing writing. Time and efficiency are valued in relation to exchange, over what
the writer sees as potential use values: more choice, the chance to do more with their
writing.
We can better see how difficult it can be to redefine value by looking at one tutor
in more depth: Chris. In his interview, Chris describes working with writers who struggle
to “fit” their ideas into a rigid, predetermined form. Chris explains his approach: “I’m
like, Throw it [the idea] in there . . . Make a new paragraph, throw it in there, change
your thesis . . . . I just try to get people out of the mindset that the structure is what makes
the good paper, it’s the ideas that make the good paper.” His statement follows two
reflections on his own experiences, in high school and college, in which he disrupts
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conventions—or being “told to write a specific way” throughout elementary and
secondary school—in order to pursue his writing goals. He discusses a high school
teacher (an AP English teacher) who “emphasized a lot on coming up with ideas that
were different, as opposed to what we thought he wanted us to write about.” This teacher
reinforced this emphasis by rewarding Chris for thinking and “writing outside the box”:
. . . one time, I wrote about, something like, I thought that a mother in a
book hated her children, the entire book. And literally got into an
argument with him [laughs] during class one day because he was like,
“No, this mother loves her children.” And I wrote a paper on it, and I got a
good grade. He was like, “You know I don’t agree with this, but this is so
well written, I have to give you a good grade,” like that type of thing.
Chris relays this anecdote as almost liberating in how it challenges his earlier conceptions
of writing. He’s being instructed to break out of fixed forms or rules, and is rewarded for
operating “outside the box.” It’s clear that Chris values the teacher’s estimation of his
writing (high grades and class recognition), but he also stages the interactions over
writing and makes the teacher’s values and consumption important parts of this
interaction; in other words, Chris presents this anecdote in terms of a relation rather than
a reified text, including the teacher’s voice and rationale in the class argument over their
competing interpretations, and in the feedback to Chris’s textual interpretation in which
he begrudgingly gives Chris a good grade. This alters the use-exchange value relation in
that exchange value corresponds with the writer’s thinking and argumentation—using
writing to forward his interpretation—rather than a pre-determined interpretation or an
objectified format. At the same time, while a different kind of relation with writing is
constructed, it is limited to the interaction with the instructor. The emphasis, and the
value, resides in the strength of the writer’s ideas, rather than the shared, social work of
making meaning. The teacher-student relation resembles that of in loco parentis, a
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relation John Trimbur defines as “figured in terms of a middle class family drama” in
which the student writer is represented “as an active meaning-maker who has views and
offers accounts” (“Circulation” 194) in relation to the parental figure of the teacher. The
relation Chris sees offers a more expansive valuation of writing beyond the static text,
giving some agency to the writer. What remains hidden from view is the social relation of
value, that is, insight into the way value operates—what separates Chris’s writing from
the rest of his classmates, for example.
In another anecdote, Chris moves closer to valuing writing as a process of
constructing social relations, as a dialectical relation between use and exchange, and to
demonstrating that such a relation is possible within a school context. Chris relates to a
tutee that he wrote a paper not wanting “a concrete thesis” in the first paragraph, trying to
help the writer think differently about structure:
I didn’t want a concrete thesis here. I wanted someone to not know where
they were going until they got there. And she [tutee] was like, “Your
professor liked that?” And I was like, She commented on it, and I talked to
her about it, and said I wanted to do that. I wanted you to not know where
I was going with this, because that was sort of the style of the book we
were reading at the time, is that you never really know, knew where you
were going until you got there. And then my professor was like, “Oh cool,
thumbs up,” and sent me on my way. And I was, I sort of used that as a
guide to be like, you don’t always necessarily need to follow the structure
that you’ve been taught to follow. If you can explain why you’re doing
what you’re doing, and if you’re doing it well, then that’s okay, that’s just
as good.
Again, Chris is talking about writing in less reified ways by rejecting fixed features; that
rejection—his own writerly decision—determines a different kind of value. He highlights
his own purposes in writing, specifically, what he wanted the reader to experience when
consuming the writing. At the same time, he again brings in the interaction with his
professor about the writing. Chris emphasizes articulating “why you’re doing what you’re
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doing” to the authority. In doing so, he shifts the focus from aspects of the texts to 1) his
purposes, and 2) his conversation with the teacher.
This example differs from the prior, high school one, in that Chris locates some
value in the shared work of making meaning rather than just the writer’s individual
performance. The culmination of the story is the “thumbs up,” the professor’s
understanding or acceptance of his communicative purpose, rather than explicit mention
of the grade. Compare this to Chris’s earlier affirmation through the high school teacher’s
high grade, or as another participant puts it, knowing when you’re writing an A or B
paper: here, Chris emphasizes having a writing goal, having a rationale for his choices,
and communicating that rationale with his reader, who plays less of a parental role. Chris
relays this second anecdote as part of a session with a tutee, trying to help the writer
expand their writing beyond fixed structure. In these three excerpts, Chris struggles to
articulate the social nature of the value relation when talking about his conversation with
the writer, and resorts to a rule—albeit a more agentive, open one—that highlights
production over social relations: “it’s the ideas that make the good paper.” However, he’s
better able to illustrate the social nature of writing when he brings in the conversation
with his professor and the use value of the text. In his interview, Chris names a belief
aimed at freeing the writer from an objectified form, locating value in “the ideas.”
However, by codifying this belief, Chris moves from objectifying form to objectifying
value. He tries to redefine value in terms of performance or some other feature that
moves toward agency but still removes the writing from social processes by which
agency and value are defined and contested. In trying to empower the writer, Chris risks
eliding the value relations that limit the writer’s agency from the start.
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CHAPTER 4
ALIENATION: NAVIGATING LABOR AND AFFECT

As discussed in the previous chapter, value is defined and operates to produce a
commodity relation with writing in standardized testing as well as other school writing
contexts. When the value of writing is externally determined and tied only to test scores
and grades, writing is removed from the social material process of making meaning with
audiences and in the social worlds or communities of writers; it has no use value for
writers. The commodification of writing is related but not restricted to testing, operating
outside or beyond testing contexts as a way of seeing, understanding, and valuing school
writing. This way of seeing is reproduced in seemingly contradictory ways: through rules
and rigid forms that define writing and its value in terms of exchange value, and through
mystifying the work of writing.
In this chapter, I will build from these observations about the commodification of
writing, seeing these as the conditions that make possible certain kinds of relationships
with the writing process (the work of writing) that my participants describe. As John
Trimbur explains by way of Marx’s The Grundrisse, commodification is not limited to
the product of writing, but also extends to the conditions of its production, that is, the
writing process as well as feedback and distribution processes. I find this a useful
framework for understanding the ways participants talk about their writing and its
conditions of production, that is, instruction involving activities and practices around
writing in addition to the treatment of the texts themselves. What stands out in my
participants’ perceptions of the writing process is that this process work also serves

95

exchange [value] rather than contributing to their own goals or purposes. In other words
the activities and practices that devote time and attention to the creation of a writing
product (and not just the product itself) are also oriented around exchange value.
In noting how the writing process is subject to commodification, I do not intend to
discard the role of exchange in writing for school contexts. Evaluation and feedback—
including grades—can be useful tools for instruction and assessment, as well as incentive
for engaging with the process. However, these use values do not show up as much in
interviews with my participants as do exchange value and disconnection from writing.
These conditions of production are thrown into relief by the conditions of testing:
intriguingly, this exchange value relation extends from the valuation of reified forms to
participants’ experiences with the writing process outside of testing contexts. When the
practices related to the writing process are perceived to have no use value for students,
and are tied to exchange and a lack of autonomy or self-determination, students relate to
the work of writing as alienated labor (as well as to writing itself as commodity). I
propose, in my reading of this relationship within the context of testing, that such
alienation begins in and is exacerbated by testing such that the value of writing is
overdetermined in such a way that its value rarely lies with writing production or
meaning itself. Students are “trained” to see value elsewhere: to be alienated from the
product of their labor.
Alienation is a familiar concept for composition teachers and scholars (and
writing center workers), who work to understand and counteract the ways students feel
disconnected from writing and/or unable to write or write successfully. Process
pedagogies presumably challenge the overemphasis or overvaluation of the “product” of
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writing; teachers employ process pedagogies to help writers devote time to writing, work
with reader feedback, and use different kinds of writing to develop ideas and purposes.
As Horner argues, process and expressivist pedagogies are intended to delay the
commodification of writing, and “the alienation of the writer from the writing” (Terms
211). However, my interviews reinforce Horner’s rejection of the assumption that process
pedagogies result in less alienation. Horner critiques process and expressivist pedagogies’
attempts at delaying commodification and alienation, which center on the assumption that
these occur “after the concrete labor of writing . . . . neglect[ing] the ways in which the
modes of distribution and consumption enter into the very processes and conditions of
writing’s production, from the ‘start’” (211). In other words, by not attending to the
relationship of circulation and value nor to students’ writing activity as labor, these
pedagogies and other teaching practices miss the commodity logic that inheres in
conditions of production. A process-oriented pedagogy is not a guarantee that writers’
relation to writing is not a commodity relation.
Thinking about alienation and writing with this materialist framework, that is in
terms of the conditions of production, allows me to account for how my participants
perceived their relations with the work of writing to be self-determined or not, that is,
ways that they were (or were not) given, as one participant put it, “access to having an
identity in language.” By considering participants’ talk about their writing experiences in
secondary and postsecondary contexts in terms of their perceived relations to the work of
writing—as labor—and the different ways access was mediated or managed, I confront
the condition of alienation as a significant relation students express toward writing.
Looking at the work of writing and the writing process—in terms of the ways writing was
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produced, valued, exchanged—with respect to commodification, I account for the ways
that writing within standardized testing contexts alienates students from their writing.
Testing: Writing as Labor
Standardized testing provides an important, relevant context for considering the
conditions of writing production given one of its main characterizing features, namely,
the time constraint placed on writing. For my participants, time and prescriptive format
were the two main features noted about test-related writing (that is, for those who spent
more time in the interview talking about testing). These two are linked in that “form”
becomes not just a way to just commodify writing as in the last chapter but a way to
mediate the time constraints of a test-oriented writing process. For example, Mark
explained that when instruction shifted to test preparation “a month or two prior” to the
test, it was “format-driven instruction,” that is, “following formats and copying formats.”
Chris also noted that instruction related to the test was “structure over content,” or
“learn[ing] how to write for a test,” even as he indicated teachers’ attitude toward this
teaching: “We were almost told . . . the beginning of every year, ‘We’re teaching for the
test. We don’t like that, but we are.’ That type of thing.” Form was discussed in the last
chapter as part of the objectification and commodification of writing; here I point to the
role of this commodified form, along with time, in the writing process, as part of the
conditions of production that impact the relations students have with the work of writing.
In her discussion of test-related writing, Kelly calls attention to this formulaicness as an essential or defining feature of the test itself (rather than focusing on the
preparation). She describes this writing as “sort of like the writing where they already
gave you the ideas, it was like, ‘Explain how these three things do this,’ or something like
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that, so there wasn’t a lot of like, idea-based work anyways.” She goes further:
I mean, I think with standardized test questions, it’s like, they give you a
text generally, right? And ask you to talk about something about it? So
that stuff was never particularly, you know, challenging, like to me the
things they would look for were pretty much, they’d already given it to you
basically.
In her description, the lack of “idea-based work” relates to formulaic-ness, indicating that
invention makes up a very limited part of this process, if any. The task as she sees it isn’t
challenging, which of course is part of the point. The conditions of production within the
testing situation here, and suggested by the form-centered preparation that Mark and
Chris describe above, involve supplying the student writer with the materials for the
product within conditions over which they have little or no control (content and time).
Similar to the work of the industrial factory floor, the task for these writers is a matter of
assembly.
Mark’s explanation for this emphasis on form or structure effectively compares
the rationale for this production with that of factory work: “I think the point of
standardization was to achieve, like, the highest quality you could within the time limit.”
I use this factory comparison because it highlights students’ relationship with the work of
writing, allowing me to attend to students’ labor and the conditions of that labor. As
Paster argues, seeing “student writing in terms of labor—in terms of production,
exchange, distribution, and consumption—invites us to . . . . bring process and product
together to highlight the larger systems within which writing is situated” (26). Seeing
students writing as labor allows me to consider alienation not as the affective dimension
of the individual writer and the classroom, but in terms of the perceived nature of work
and one’s relation with work. This view of alienation, from a Marxist theoretical
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perspective, sees it as an involuntary separation of a person from their “productive
activity” (Tucker xxv); labor in this understanding is “alienated labor” (Tucker xxv)
because the human has “not been able to express himself freely in productive activity,”
rather the conditions of this activity determined by others with an accumulation of capital
and with power. Marx describes alienation thus:
What, then, constitutes the alienation of labor? First, the fact that labor is
external to the worker, i.e., it does not belong to his essential being; that in
his work, therefore, he does not affirm himself but denies himself, does
not feel content but unhappy, does not develop freely his physical and
mental energy but mortifies his body and ruins his mind. The worker
therefore only feels himself outside his work, and in his work feels himself
outside himself. . . . It is therefore not the satisfaction of a need; it is
merely a means to satisfy needs external to it. . . . External labor, labor in
which man alienates himself, is a labor of self-sacrifice, of mortification.
(Marx Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts qtd in Bowles and Gintis
72)
Alienation names both a condition and a process in which people are estranged or
separated from the products of human labor through commodity production and wage
labor. Their work produces things that do not belong to them, and this process secures the
relation of worker to their own labor and of worker to capitalist (estrangement from their
own labor power). In this light, Kelly’s impressions of test-related writing, and the lack
of “idea-based work” or what I am calling invention, describe alienating conditions of
labor. What’s being exchanged—tested—is the student’s ability to assemble the
materials. At the same time, this kind of assembly, which de-emphasizes invention,
operates under the assumption of the cultural capital or sufficient test preparation to make
this lack of invention possible. For those students who do not have access to these
resources or capital, then, the conditions of standardized testing can be doubly alienating,
as invention may be necessary, but at the expense of time. As Shannon explains, “I didn’t
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study for the SATs, or do any practice for them . . . and so it was just by luck that I had
mentioned no personal experience and gone with all outside examples.” She later
clarifies: “I mean, I think I incorrectly talked about string theory, art history, and…some
other physics thing in my essay, and . . . it got high points, because I’d mentioned string
theory, even though I’d mentioned it incorrectly.” The result of this successful
performance is still alienating, in that it “just reaffirmed that there is just no way I could
understand what was good writing.”
This framework of alienation and labor brings into view factors like form and
time as conditions of production, and therefore as impacting students’ relationship with
writing. Participants’ emphasis on format is related to time, as the five-paragraph essay
(as well as other related formats) serves as efficient structure and invention tool, helping
(or intended to help) students construct-and-organize a response within the time of the
test block; as Mark explains, “with limited time, you can only do so much.” However,
with this efficiency comes the potential to separate students from the use value of the text
or the writing process. As John explains, when working with graphic organizers to help
with five-paragraph essays, “At that point I was already saying, ‘This is silly, it’s not how
my thoughts get organized.’” Lauren provides an especially insightful response that
attends to the relation of form and time and its implications for production, labor, and
value:
[“our instruction both in writing both and in the subject matter was very
geared towards the MCAS”] . . . the way they would tell us to write essays
for that was just, um, dive right into the answer. You don’t want to, you
know, make your answers too long, just, um, you can even write out bullet
points if you want, but you do not want to spend a lot of time structuring
your essay. They’re only looking at the content. And, um, that kind of
pattern continued, uh, throughout high school; the next year, we took more
MCAS tests, like we did the long composition and we did um, passage
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response, and the passage responses were another, um, instance in which
you had to get right to the point, um, same thing for um, AP exams. And
the AP exams for me were a big one, especially um, because they told us,
um, my teachers would say to our class, um, the graders looking at these
exams will only read your responses for a total of four seconds, so you
cannot spend a long time structuring your response. You have to give them
everything all at once in a very short format, otherwise they’re not gonna
read it. [emphasis added]
Like Chris and Mark, Lauren refers here to intensive test preparation rather than the
specific test experience. In doing so, her response highlights the relation that the time
constraint has with invention in the two senses I mention above (both the conditions of
the test situation, emphasized by her teachers, and the writing instruction she received
around test preparation), which effectively determines the value of her texts in ways that
exclude her (alienating her from the value of her product and from the process of
writing).
Additionally, the way she frames these constraints as conditions of production
goes further than other participants’ reflections of structure, format, and time. For Lauren,
the constraints on her writing include the time she has to write (vs. “structure” or other
tasks) and the kind of text to write, but also is articulated in relation to the time the reader
will spend reading and scoring the essay, a constraint or condition that impacts how they
read. Of course, Lauren is describing a known factor of writing for timed standardized
tests, one that critics marshal in their opposition to this form of assessment. It’s a
common piece of advice for other kinds of writing (“readers are only going to spend x
time reading it, so you have to do y”) but I still find striking the import of these
conditions as part of her experience within this reflection. She emphasizes the impact of
this circulation process on her as a writer, and her perception of this lack of control: “. . .
that kind of made the writing process feel a lot more rushed, a lot more hectic . . . . it
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made it more difficult to actually spend time looking for more support. You had to kind of
just work with what you were given.” Her observations about the circulation of writing in
this context, and its impact on the conditions of production, fleshes out the conditions
suggested in Kelly’s interview, as well as in Mark’s similar response, “with limited time,
you can only do so much.” Time and form in testing work together to constrain students’
control over their labor, disconnecting students from the product and the process of
writing (i.e. no use value). While the five-paragraph essay has existed prior to
standardized testing and NCLB, the combination of this format and the time constraints
of the testing context — one that is high-stakes, directed toward commodity production
— effectively alienates students from the work and the product of their writing.
Though it sounds familiar, the instruction Lauren describes is significant in that is
calls attention to the role of form and time in the production of writing within testing
contexts and in doing so by tying production to circulation. Further, her reflection is
compelling in that she notes the repetition, through test preparation instruction, of this
fundamental circulation and valuation process. Circulation is significant because it
accounts for how production is related to distribution and consumption, and how this
process shapes value. As Paster argues, looking at how the production, distribution,
exchange, and consumption processes are connected, rather than looking at production or
exchange as discrete moments or phenomena, helps us see how the circulation of
commodities (like texts, whether in testing contexts, classrooms, or public contexts)
shapes their production and value (use and exchange) (Paster 22, 26). In her classroom
study, Paster shows how the movement of student texts in circulation “shapes the ways
student writers approach the act of composing and the relationships they establish with
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their labor” (vii) as a way of helping composition rethink the value of students’ public
writing. In this circulation process, what’s also being shaped are social relations, as use
and exchange value mediate (structure) the writer’s relation to their labor. Lauren calls
attention to this in her response, noting how the limited circulation of the text she’s being
asked to produce—its consumption by only the test reader—shapes the value of the text
(its only use is exchange, thus making it a commodity). This in turn shapes the conditions
of production, imposing limits on writing (both invention and time): the readers will only
spend “a total of four seconds” reading her response, so she “cannot spend a long time
structuring [her] response;” she “had to get right to the point,” and “give them everything
all at once in a very short format, otherwise they’re not gonna read it.” In so shaping the
conditions of production, this limited circulation shapes Lauren’s relation to writing not
as work but as labor.
Heidi also notes this emphasis on format that operates according to the value of
tests over other values or purposes:
usually all of my English assignments were like, really based on like the
five-paragraph essay, like they were very strict about the format of it, so
we didn’t really like deviate from, I guess like a lot of it was based on
MCAS testing . . . . which is like, you know, teaching the standard fiveparagraph essay, like, how to do an introduction and conclusion, and like
basically every paper was written in that format, we never really did like
any work on like how else to format a paper. [emphasis added]
Heidi’s reflection here is another articulation of Kelly’s observation about the conditions
of testing, that the materials are supplied and the writer’s task is assembly (format
expresses the emphasis on assembly). What’s also compelling though is that this
emphasis does not define the testing situation only, rather the repetition noted in Heidi’s
response points to the ways these conditions of production exceed the situation of the

104

test, as with Lauren. Unlike Mark, who noted the emphasis on “copying formats” as part
of the shift to test preparation, and moving beyond Lauren, who explained in more depth
how the conditions of test-related writing were covered in this preparation, Heidi
considers much or most of her high school writing instruction to be geared toward this
form; the emphasis on the five-paragraph essay for Heidi is repeated, indeed dominates
her recollection of her writing experiences in high school. Thinking of how students are
separated from the value of writing, both product and process, with respect to testing, the
repetition—in the amount of time spent on this type of writing in preparation for the
test—contributes another layer to the experience of alienation. When this preparation, this
emphasis on format or structure, so marks students’ perceptions of writing and writing
instruction, as it does for Chris and Mark, and to a greater extent for Heidi, the condition
of “time” as a constraint in writing needs to be understood both as the constraint of the
testing situation that works with form/at to effectively separate writers from the writing,
and in terms of the time spent on preparation and repetition of these writing practices
according to these forms of value.
Overdetermined: Alienation and Writing Outside of Testing Contexts
Heidi and Lauren both identify the dominance of test preparation in their
experience of writing in high school, perceiving that these conditions of writing (and the
relationship with writing constructed therein) operate beyond just the testing context. The
extension of these conditions beyond testing is significant in that work of writing
highlighted in responses like Lauren’s and Heidi’s are echoed by other participants even
when testing itself isn’t as big a feature in their reflections. Linda, for example, says, calls
MCAS “stupid” and “a non-real test,” which she didn’t really care about, but also
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acknowledges, “a lot of my friends hated writing because of that [testing] . . . . I don’t
know, because I liked writing, it didn’t really affect me as much, but I feel like if I hadn’t,
it probably, I probably would have hated it, because it’s terrible.” Testing, then, isn’t the
only site of alienation from writing, rather, by configuring the work of writing as labor,
testing throws into relief the valuation of writing in non-testing contexts. The value of
writing identified within testing contexts is overdetermined: not emerging entirely from
school contexts but also not entirely separate from them. Alienation, in other words, is
not only a matter of the specific test situation, but can be effected in and through other
writing contexts. Certain aspects of participants’ school writing provide other instances in
which commodity logics can mediate their relation with writing.
For example, the factory metaphor suggested in Kelly’s reflection are echoed in
Heidi’s description of her writing process in high school:
I guess I didn’t really have my own writing process at that point . . .
because I felt like it was just so like…every time I wrote something, like it
was just handed in like immediately, like so every time we wrote like a
paragraph, or like, introduction, conclusion, it was just like handed away,
like right away, so like it didn’t really feel I guess like my writing . . . .
Whether I revise it or not it’s going to be a check or a not check.
In her reflection, the writing process is configured entirely as an exchange-value relation,
and Heidi frames this in terms of a lack of ownership over the work of writing — the
process was not hers. In this reflection, writing process practices are compartmentalized
for exchange, and the language Heidi uses to convey this is particularly evocative:
“handed away, like right away.” Absent from this exchange is any presence of a reader or
any reference to or indication of consumption. Although this experience is located
outside of a testing context, its operations are described in a similarly managed way: each
step of the writing process is separated from use, its purpose and value determined by
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exchange. Like the test-produced text, the limited circulation of the text within this
writing process context shapes its production. For Heidi, exchange value subsumes any
kind of use value to be found in revision; regardless of the depth or quality of revision,
she perceives the value as externally determined and almost arbitrary — “a check or a not
check.” As a result, Heidi explains, she was resistant to revising her writing: “I always
used to hate like re-writing papers or like revising papers, like if I wrote a paper, that was
like totally how it was gonna be and I was gonna hand in that paper.” When her labor has
no value, revision has no value unless it’s going to be collected and assessed, and further,
in her hatred I identify an affective dimension of this relation, something I will take up
later in this chapter.
The restrictive conditions of Heidi’s writing process are echoed in other
participants’ reflections on rubrics and templates. As I discussed in the prior chapter, both
Heidi and Shannon mentioned teachers producing specific templates for writing — for
Heidi, a “blanket thesis” that all students were expected to argue for, and for Shannon, a
sentence-by-sentence template that involved filling in the blanks. In addition to reifying
writing, these kinds of restrictive formats establish a relation to the work of writing that
devalues students’ labor, as the factory metaphor above highlights. Tracy explains in
more detail how this relation is established through the use of rubrics. For example, in
literary analysis essays,
. . . there would be certain requirements, like you have to include three
quotes to support this. They were usually very specific, it wasn’t
something like “pick a theme throughout the book and analyze it”, it was
usually like, “this is a theme that is present, how would you support it,
how would you refute it” something like that . . . . you had some analyzing
that you could do on your own, but usually if you went to the teacher and
talked to them, they would tell you if you were doing it right or wrong, so
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if they didn’t agree with your opinion, like, they wouldn’t come right out
and say it, but they would say, you should probably change it.
The restrictions on invention signal the lack of circulation for these texts, as the content
of the essays—and the value of the labor—assume the form of a “check or a not check”.
While exchange is part of the circulation process, including evaluation and
feedback, what I call attention to here is how participants view process-related practices
as tied only or mainly to exchange value. By emphasizing exchange value so much, these
perceptions highlight how the circulation process constructs value in particular ways (that
is, commodifying text) thus also shaping production and labor such that writers are
alienated from their own texts. For Heidi, revision’s purpose and value is tied to grades,
or increased exchange value, rather than to the writer’s purposes. This process looks
different for Rachel, who encounters revision when her freshman year teacher allowed
students to rewrite papers “if you got a bad grade on it.” For these rewrites, Rachel
explains:
you would have to go through and re-write your paper, but you’d have to
show every single change that you made, and you had to explain every
single change that you made and why you made it. . . . it was so tedious,
like…especially on a computer. . . . I just remember it so well because it
was one of those, oh my gosh, I got such a bad grade…um…my thesis
was just not…not there, so I had to change my thesis, and then change…a
lot of transitions and a lot of the way that I analyzed certain things, um,
because I like almost had to rewrite my whole paper.
This process seems more meaningful than Heidi’s receiving “a check or a not check” for
her revision in that Rachel understands this as her teacher wanting her to engage with the
revision process and provide a rationale for the changes she makes. However I find
intriguing that exchange value—the grade—so frames the form this reflection takes. The
occasion and motivation for revision is affectively connected to Rachel’s embarrassment
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or shock of the poor grade received for the earlier draft, tying revision here to increasing
the exchange value of the text.
Along with this, the excerpt is marked by the imperative mood, which I discussed
in the previous chapter, reinforcing the teacher’s authority (“he would make you” revise)
and muting Rachel’s purposes and value: “you would have to go through . . . you’d have
to show every single change . . . and you had to explain . . .” This also obscures the social
work of writing in that the writing doesn’t circulate outside of the student-teacher
relation. Rachel reports the result of this repeated process: her ability to know “when I
was handing in papers that were As and handing in papers that were, um…that were Bs.”
The assembly line approach that Heidi, Lauren, and Kelly mention, and the ways
value is defined by circulation within both testing and non-testing contexts, articulates an
alienated relationship with the work of writing. Alienation’s main application or use in
Marxist work has been in association with industrialized labor, especially the shift to
factory production, which entailed the transformation of the work of skilled craftsman via
machinery to assembly line production. However, alienation captures the nature of the
relationship with the work of writing in testing and non-testing contexts circulating in my
participants’ responses. Bowles and Gintis explain Marx’s concept in this way:
The worker experiences this alienation in the form of powerlessness,
meaninglessness, isolation, and self-estrangement. Powerless because
work is bureaucratically organized, ruled from the top, through lines of
hierarchical authority, treating the worker as just another piece of
machinery, more or less delicate and subject to breakdown, to be directed
and dominated. Meaningless because it is divided into numberless
fragmented tasks, over only one of which the worker has some expertise,
and whose contribution to the final product is minimal, impersonal, and
standardized. Meaningless, equally, because the worker who produces
goods designed for profit rather than human needs realizes only too well
how dubious is his or her contribution to social welfare. (72, emphasis
added)
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While this description originated and has been used to consider a prior, industrial mode
of capitalist production, this “classical” conception of alienation can help us understand
participants’ responses about writing practices in terms of their labor and the conditions
of writing’s production. As Bruce Horner explains, alienation names a condition to avoid
for those working in the academy, who tend to view the intellectual labor of research and
“scholarship” as “one’s own work, treated as divorced from material social conditions, a
product of the autonomous scholar” (2, emphasis in original), rather than work like
teaching, which is treated as “alienated labor owned, and exploited, by the institution”
(3). I will revisit the concept of alienation for a postindustrial knowledge economy (“fast
capitalism”) in the next chapter, with the implications of this study, but for the purposes
of the present analysis, such an industrial explanation fits well the concept of alienation
suggested by my participants with respect to writing and testing.
This perception of the meaninglessness of the labor of writing is conveyed by
other participants outside of testing contexts who recall faking revisions when they were
required. Linda says, “I would just make up things and not actually revise my paper and
just put marks all over it, and not actually do anything,” while Erin explains, “I remember
in high school, forging drafts to make it seem like I had had more of a process than I
actually did, cause that just seemed so useless to me.” During early review of these
comments, I considered these to be examples of rejection or resistance by participants:
having seen no value in the revisions required—seeing them as busywork—they did the
minimum amount of work possible to get credit, working within the prescribed system
but under their own terms. However, with the framework of labor, these students also
express a similar perception of the value of their writing as those in Kelly Ritter’s study,
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who felt their writing has no use-value “outside of the particular course or area of study”
(610-11), and “that their papers were ‘material that in no way represents who I am as a
writer’” (611). The forging of drafts, though different than purchasing papers through
online paper mills, indicates a shared or similar sense of the lack of writing’s value, and
the limited value of their labor. As writing tutors and successful writers, these
participants are arguably less likely to purchase a paper from a paper mill, but the similar
attitude suggests these as responses to a shared set of perceived conditions, to a certain
relationship to the work of writing: one configured by limited circulation and value.
These practices are logical responses to the commodity relations of writing being
configured: there is no reader present, no social relation, so writing itself becomes just
marks on a page, subject to receiving a “check or a not check.”
Rachel seems to have revised in more detail, and with less of a dismissive
attitude, than Erin, Linda, and Heidi; presumably the very tediousness of the means of
revision suggest a higher valuation of her work. Rather than being useless, the result of
this practice for Rachel is allowing her to know “when I was handing in papers that were
As and handing in papers that were, um…that were Bs.” She presumably exerts more
control over her process, but still articulates the value of her labor entirely as exchange.
The result, then, is internalization of this commodity way of seeing—a degree of control
within conditions not of her choosing. Alienation is not just a matter of the
meaninglessness of standardized, fragmented work, as Bowles and Gintis note (and as is
evident in standardized testing practices), but also is meaningless when it produces things
unconnected to human needs, in this case, the writer’s needs. Additionally, alienation
involves working within these conditions not of one’s choosing. Michael Zweig takes up
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this aspect of alienation, powerlessness, in his explanation of class distinctions within a
postindustrial context. The distinction between a professional and a skilled worker is in
the main a matter of alienation, or “the degree to which the person has control over the
design of the work” (25). I see this aspect of alienation present in Tracy’s struggles to
exert some control over the writing process and over the external valuation of her writing:
So my whole process in writing everything like that is, if I literally look at
every single word, and say this makes sense, and make sure that I’m
catching myself on everything, and if I go to the teacher, she sees I’m
putting in an effort, things like that, if I have my essay out on my desk and
she sees the highlighting and writing, she knows I’m putting in effort, so
she’s going to grade me based on how she thinks that I’m working on it.
So it was more me…looking back internally and being like, there’s
nothing I could have done more.
In this case, Tracy isn’t faking revisions. She is “showing your work,” but differently
than Rachel. “Showing your work” here takes place both on and off the page, in “the
highlighting and writing” as well as “hav[ing] my essay out on my desk,” and via her
internal logic, “looking back internally and being like, there’s nothing I could have done
more.” She doesn’t mention any requirement from the teacher to revise, and she doesn’t
use the imperative mood. Instead, the position of the teacher in this calculus indicates
Tracy’s relation to the conditions of production. Tracy struggles to control what she
believes she can, the point of production, though she positions the teacher like a
supervisor (a factory boss, almost), who will reward her having seen her effort and her
labor. Indeed, in the language of the excerpt, the teacher is present in almost every
sentence, almost every clause. This excerpt suggests Tracy struggling to make visible and
valuable that which isn’t acknowledged in the commodity relation.
Alienation, then, can be understood to refer to a lack of autonomy and authority in
work—a lack of control. A person is alienated from their labor when they produce things
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which do not belong to them, and when they lack control over this production process.
Alienation from the work of writing can be effected through the ways writing circulates,
is consumed, and takes on value in the production process. In addition to invention and
revision, feedback practices can reinforce this alienating relationship of writer and the
work of writing. This is highlighted by the commodification enacted by standardized
testing, in which feedback, in the form of usable information or response, is replaced by a
score, or pure exchange value, but also extends to feedback in classroom contexts.
Participants mentioned the lack of use value of test scores, indicating that they didn’t
receive any relevant information from them about their writing or themselves as writers.
Mark, for example, pointed to the limited information he received from the AP exam
score of a single number:
I think unless you order like advanced reports, that’s all you really get, at
the end, you get one number, so I think it’s – there’s so much into that one
number that I think people put so much more emphasis on it, where in like
a normal English class, we have varied grades, different rubrics, which
break down your score, but with AP, you just have that one number, so
you kind of have to follow for that one number.
Mark highlights the significance of the “one number,” indicating this discrepancy of
value: the value of the text takes the form of the smallest possible unit of communication.
In this way, the absence of meaningful feedback throws into relief the lack of importance
of this kind of communicative exchange. Jennifer makes a similar distinction between use
and exchange value by contrasting test scores with feedback:
obviously grades are important, but when you get a paper back and your
professor has like really nice comments, or even just critical comments, it
gives you this like, if you’re basing all your writing during high school on
things that you can’t even see, then how, it’s just, I don’t know, they can’t
have a really positive experience with it either way. Even if they do well.
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Like Mark’s “one number,” Jennifer’s description of the test score points to how it
obscures or denies meaning rather than communicates with writers in any useful way.
Jennifer links a “positive experience” with communication, which can be found in
“critical comments” as well as “really nice” ones, but not necessarily in test scores or
performance, even if successful. Her statement offers a compact description of the
process of alienation as not just a matter of poor test performance, but instead how it
operates within writing’s production and circulation, in which the lack of useful feedback
indicates writing’s failure to gain value. Again, this process is overdetermined,
highlighted in testing contexts but not exclusive to them. This view of alienation helps to
explain Shannon’s experience of performing well on standardized tests, but still not
feeling like she was a good writer, or even that she had anything important to say, based
on her perceptions of her teacher’s feedback compared to how other students—the “good
writers”—were treated. Alienation has to do with the value of work and not just with
performance, which highlights the misplaced emphasis in educational policies and
discourses on test performance as an indicator of meaningful learning.
Lauren’s experience of feedback practices highlights alienation’s operation in
classroom contexts with respect to the ways writing is valued as both product and
process. As part of the circulation process, feedback represents for Lauren the value of
her labor, and, like a test score, the lack of meaningful feedback (whether it was absent or
not useful or usable) indicates the lack of value of her writing. She expresses frustration
at her AP English teacher, not just because she was “very critical,” but because
she didn’t explain a lot of her criticisms as much . . . like I would hand in
one of these wonderful, write these in forty-five minutes essays, and I’d
just get back a bunch of random comments, I didn’t really know what they
meant, and . . . she didn’t feel very approachable.
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These “random comments” have as much use for Lauren as Heidi’s “check or a not
check,” in that they do not give her usable information about her writing. More than this,
however, is the way Lauren frames this feedback as an unequal exchange for her labor:
what she receives in return for writing “one of these wonderful, write these in forty-five
minutes essays” is unusable, a “bunch of random comments.” While this perception can
be attributed in part to the persona of her senior English teacher, other parts of Lauren’s
interview also highlight the value of feedback in relation with the labor of her writing.
For example, she compares this AP English example with the peer review in her FYW
course as well as with the FYW students she encounters in the Writing Center:
they get, like, workshop letters from their instructors, and they write out
like full letters of – of, you know, criticism for them, not everyone is
perfect, and not all instructors are fair, but you know – but for the most
part, I think having that sort of, um…more attention paid, you know, to
evaluating work, rather than just, you know, slapping a grade on it,
throwing some red marks on it, you know, actually taking the time to look
at it and say, okay, what do I think about this, what advice do I want to
give them, what do I think can be developed further, and what do I even
mean by it, any of that, um, I think that’s, um, better.
This excerpt also shows the value relation between writer and reader as a consistent
concern for Lauren, in line with her discussion of being reminded frequently that the test
reader would only spend four seconds with her text. She isn’t as concerned with positive
feedback as she is with useful feedback (as with Jennifer above), that is, with some
indication that her text has circulated. Compared to evaluation, the “check or not check,”
writers like Lauren are interested in response, an expression or indication of the value
that accrues through the consumption of her text rather than the value assigned only to
her labor. In this way, students like Lauren describe and resist alienation, in which
writing is valued as labor only rather than meaning-making.
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This relation of writing, labor, and value animates Lauren’s description of a
college creative writing course that “kind of reflected what I had to go through in high
school when I took a creative writing class that had a workshop-based style.” She says,
I would bring in this piece of writing that I had worked on, that was, you
know, my own invention, and the instructor would just tear it apart and tell
me everything that was bad about it, and not really give me like any sort
of, okay, yeah, this really isn’t all that good, um, the other students in the
workshop weren’t really interested, they’d make just vague comments and
then just sit around on their laptops watching YouTube videos, they didn’t
really care, it wasn’t really much of a sharing environment.
Again, the emphasis here is on the way the work she’s put into the writing—“this piece
of writing that I had worked on, that was . . . my own invention”—lacks value, indicated
by her perception of the instructor’s overly dismissive comments. Lauren’s response
suggests alienation from the work of writing in her recognition that her teacher failed to
offer any feedback to improve her writing. This alienation is reinforced by the other
students’ lack of engagement with Lauren’s work, and Lauren’s reflection suggests that
her classmates’ lack of engagement may also reflect or enact their own alienation as well,
as a reflection of the ways writing is valued within the class. Lauren’s emphasis on the
originality of her work is also particularly salient given her experience with preparation
for writing in testing contexts. She values this work of invention, and is even more
frustrated by her instructor’s and classmates’ inability, or unwillingness (or both), to
engage with it.
Lauren offers an explanation for her valuation of feedback with respect to the
circulation and labor of writing in her discussion of the kinds of feedback in college
writing contexts:
I feel like if I am being given comments on an essay I hand in, um, I feel
like I’m getting more explanation of where I can improve versus just
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having a bunch of red marks everywhere, no explanation, and then just
getting a grade and then this is, you know, the summary of all this work I
did, this is, you know, how I am being judged in this person’s eyes, and I
just – I don’t know where they’re coming from, whereas I think now it’s
like, okay, here are your comments, here are things you can work on, here,
come to my office and have a conference with me, here, you know, take
some more time to revise this, I feel like, you know, they’re kind of
allowing for more of a learning and growing.
In this reflection, Lauren highlights how the commodity relation both excludes use value
and fails to account for her labor. The “bunch of red marks everywhere” makes use of the
trope of the red pen (one that Lauren self-consciously references, saying, “red pens are
their friends”), but this is in line with the ways she sees the kind and quality of feedback
in relation to the work she has put into writing. In this relation, the grade and the red
marks (similar to Heidi’s “check or a not check”) are not an adequate measure of “all this
work I just did.” Also significant about this response is that both standardized testing and
non-testing writing production inform Lauren’s valuation of her labor, her observations
of the conditions of production, and the alienating effects of these feedback practices.
Lauren is acutely aware of the ways her texts, and her labor, are (not) valued in testing
contexts and beyond.
Alienation, Affect, and Transfer
As I noted above, alienation names both a condition and a process involving work
and social relations, however, there is also an affective dimension of alienation — a felt
sense of disconnection, powerlessness, or meaninglessness corresponding to the lack of
work’s use value. I identify this aspect of alienation in participants’ expressed attitudes or
feelings (the affective content of their statements) as well as the ways that their
perceptions and responses were emotionally or attitudinally marked (features like tone,
sarcasm, etc.). These interviews were semistructured but informal, so laughter, jokes, and
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sarcasm were certainly present, however the instances and the nature of these kinds of
expressions and utterances are worth marking for the ways they signal an affective
accumulation around students’ relations with writing, including the perceived devaluation
of students’ labor. Instances in which students call a practice “weird,” for example, are
opportunities to explore not just an individual attitude but also the circulation of affect
around the work of writing.
This affective aspect of alienation is notable in value judgments about the
conditions of writing outlined above, for both testing and non-testing writing contexts.
For example, Linda, Lauren, and Heidi call test-related writing and preparation “stupid,”
and John dismisses the graphic organizers as “silly.” Speaking about teachers providing
prescriptive templates for writing, Heidi’s commentary is that it is “bizarre” and
Shannon’s, sarcastically, “special.” Negative feelings are also expressed in less
dismissive statements, as when Linda calls test-related writing “terrible.” She
acknowledges that her friends hated it, and that these are understandable feelings, while
Tracy says she “hated” this kind of formulaic writing but was powerless to do anything
about it. Lauren’s pronouncement is one of the more striking statements: “I don’t know
what these exams are supposed to do, but all they do is create nightmares.” The negative
attitudes expressed in this reflective space could be attributed to the participants’ distance
from these writing conditions; it may be easier to dismiss or reject prior experiences than
to take the time or energy to try and remember what may have been useful. However, I
view these attitudes and impressions as worth exploring in these interviews in terms of
how affect circulates in and through students’ relations with writing. Having given
attention to the alienating effects of the conditions of writing, I turn my attention to affect
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as a site for exploring how these conditions shape relations with writing, affective
relations that “stick.”
In looking to affect, I see its presence and significance not only in terms of the
content of participants’ pronouncements, but also as the means by which values and
attitudes circulate in these reflections. Rather than looking only to students’ emotional
responses to writing certain kinds of texts (5PEs) or writing for certain kinds of contexts,
like school or testing, I am interested in how the labor of writing constructed through
perceptions of these sites and practices—the conditions of production—shapes or
produces an affective relation to that labor, a relation that exceeds any one specific
context but can circulate and “attach” to others depending on conditions. In exploring this
dimension of alienation, I engage with theories that approach affect as embodied capacity
linked to sensation and as relational rather than individual. Although different from
emotion, which engages conscious thought through language or signification (Hennessy
213, see also Massumi), affect can register as emotion, and can leave its trace in
conscious thought, action, or experience. In addition to affect’s “immediate impact”
(Watkins 269), then, it has the “ability to function as force and capacity” (270, emphasis
in original). While affect can work as force, for example in Ahmed’s sense of orienting
bodies and objects in terms of “towardness” or “awayness” (8), it also has the ability to
“be retained, to accumulate, to form dispositions and thus shape subjectivities” (Watkins
269). As Hennessy, citing Massumi, explains, “Traces of past actions as well as traces of
their contexts are conserved in the brain and the flesh and incorporated into intensity as
an incipient action and expression, as tendencies, or potential pathways of action and
expression” (213).
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Affect, then, provides a way of seeing student relations with the work of writing,
including their responses to writing in multiple contexts, in ways that do not individualize
this response, as “just” a particular emotion (rejection, disgust, disinterest — or
detachment), but instead in ways that orient us to the kinds of conditions and relations
that orient students. Participants may explain their reactions to testing and writing as
emotions—individual experiences—but when we look at how those emotions relate to
the social, material sites of writing in this talk, and the alienated relation with work they
produce, we can better see how these emotions are markers of an affective relation, and a
material, affective relation at that. What participants experience as emotions, their own
“weird” reactions (a term they often use) emerge, from writing as an overdetermined site
where work, value, institutions, text, writer, and multiple social relations circulate,
producing an affective economy linked to and linking them all.
For my participants, then, their conscious reflection on past writing experiences
may be expressed with or through emotion, signification, and language, but also serves as
a site to explore an accumulation of affect shaped by and shaping a relation with writing.
The accumulation of affect gives shape to (or shapes the potential for) the memories and
reflections of these writers. In this way my reading resembles Ahmed’s methodology in
that I am not looking for “feelings” “in” these responses (14), rather I look at how “words
for feeling, and objects of feeling, circulate and generate effects: how they move, stick,
and slide” (14). What “sticks” in these attitudes and reflections about students’ relations
with the work of writing — and what are the consequences of these accumulating affects?
If alienation can circulate and accumulate affectively, then its potential for habituation or
embodiment, that is, the formation of dispositions, must be considered.
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Having given attention to the alienating effects of the conditions of writing, I turn
my attention here to affect as a way of exploring how these conditions shape relations
with writing, affective relations that “stick.” In this vein, I will consider two themes in
participants’ responses as affective dimensions of alienation: the enjoyment or pleasure
of writing, or lack thereof, and the ability for participants to see themselves as writers or
to identify as writers. Tracing the emotions at work in these kinds of responses, I indicate
the ways that alienation operates as affective accumulation in relation to certain
conditions of writing.
Participants use the contrast of enjoying writing, especially their personal or nonschool writing, to talk about writing contexts that are more alienating. For example,
Bobbie sets up a comparison between her “casual hobby writing” and “academic
writing”: “I’ve always liked writing, so I’ve done like fun writing stuff on the side, and I
knew that there was like, differences between your academic writing and then my, like,
casual hobby writing.” Academic writing, with its rigid expectations, lack of choice and
flexibility in topics, is less enjoyable—“it was just kind of like, ugh, it’s not cool, not
great”—and Bobbie finds “more freedom” in her own, “separate” writing. Similarly,
Heidi points out that she liked writing “until I got to high school” and encountered an
overly punitive teacher “who almost failed me because my T touched my H when I was
writing an essay.” The conditions of production for Heidi extend to her penmanship, and
she marks her high school writing experience as a gap in her pleasure around writing: “I
really liked writing when I was younger, so like elementary and middle school, and I
really like it now that I’m older, but, yeah, after sophomore year I was kind of just . . .
over it.” For these writers, the sites of pleasurable writing are sites where they are less
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alienated from their writing, where they feel they experience freedom and less strict
oversight. We see in their responses part of the themes that will be developed here, that
enjoyment accompanies more control over the production of writing.
However, pleasure or enjoyment can also be experienced in school writing
contexts, as Mark and Tracy both show. For Mark, this involves his experience writing
for the school newspaper, including serving as editor his senior year. The contrast that
Mark sets up as he describes his changing writing process shows us how the writer’s
feelings or emotions get caught up in the conditions of writing, and are impacted by the
degree of control they have (or do not have) over writing’s circulation and value. He
identifies the significance of his writing’s circulation, as his work for the newspaper
involved producing a lot of writing and receiving a lot of feedback. He explains his
journalism experience “was probably the most important writing experience I had in high
school, because I was just writing a lot . . . I was writing an article or two a week, so it
was just a lot of, just a lot of [practice] just . . . being able to write a lot, being able to
research a lot.” Interestingly, Mark attributes to this experience the ability to achieve
some critical distance from his writing—the ability to treat it as work:
I think I learned that in high school, towards the end, with like [in
journalism] and working with that more, where you’d write an article, and
[somebody’d be like], this is just pretty crappy . . . . and you really just
can’t take it . . . I think that’s a big thing I learned. Just like, nothing’s
really personal, like, no one’s really attacking your character.
He contrasts this with feeling “a little bit too connected to that rough draft than I really
should’ve” in other high school writing contexts, “a little too personal . . . you know
what, I think this is pretty good, and like not wanting to change anything, because, like,
oh, I wrote this, I only have a week, I don’t want to take the risk.” His description echoes
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Heidi’s resistance to revising and sharing her writing with others. Taking feedback “a
little too personal,” or, like Heidi, being “weird” about having others look at her writing,
are affective markers registering writers’ sense of control (or lack of control) over the
value of their writing. Within the constant circulation of the high school newsroom, the
feedback Mark receives—even critical feedback that his draft is “crappy”—is useful for
him, and contributes to the value of his writing. Contrast this with the extremely limited
circulation that Heidi describes, in which each stage of the writing process results in a
product that receives a “check or a not check.” Significantly, when writing circulates, it
becomes less “personal,” and through this a writer like Mark feels emboldened or
empowered to take risks, something he says he builds on in college writing contexts.
Like Mark, Tracy also has a stronger tie to writing that circulates and over which
the writer has more control. She finds what she calls “creative freedom” in her writing as
the costume designer for her high school’s theater company:
. . . there was a lot of being able to analyze the text, to analyze characters,
so I would have to submit a report on how certain colors and themes and
patterns that I was going to use throughout the shows related to that, which
I really enjoyed because that was a lot of creative freedom, so I could
elaborate on how society was at that time, the politicals, and the
economies and different class statuses, so that was – that was more like,
um, creative than I did in any of my classes.
She contrasts this with the feeling of being “suppressed, like creatively” by “very, very
structured writing” in high school:
So I felt that a lot of my writing in high school, because I’m a very, um,
connecting person, so I like to connect, like, broader themes and broad
ideas and make conclusions about society in general rather than just that
book, and a lot of teachers in high school didn’t like that, they wanted it
focused, and very structured, like you write an outline, your conclusion
connects to your intro, which I don’t agree with . . .
What’s interesting here is the kind of freedom Tracy values, which can be traced back to
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the conditions of writing’s production. The value of this experience for Tracy—what
makes it enjoyable—does not only lie in an individualized ability to be creative or have
more freedom, as aspects related to “personal” or privatized expression. Rather, I see
freedom and creativity as markers of an affective relation to the work of writing in a
context in which writing, through its circulation, has value beyond just labor (like Mark).
In other words, pleasure attaches to freedom and creativity not as characteristics of
personal expression but through a writing process that has value. Tracy uses this writing
to explain her costuming decisions as well as to learn about the historical context for the
play. Her writing circulates within the context of the show’s production, being consumed
and used by the play’s producers, actors, and audiences. This marks a sharp contrast with
Tracy’s earlier efforts to “show her work” when she had less control over the conditions
of production. An affective dimension of writing, like enjoyment, then, can be used to
trace writing’s value and understand the writer’s relation to the work of writing, as
alienating or not.
As Tracy and Mark’s responses show, enjoyment can be part of writing done in
school contexts; more than location, pleasure has to do with the writing’s value and with
the value of labor. Similarly, Heidi locates a shift in her relation to writing in a college
sociology course, which she says she found “really interesting cause I was writing more
about things that I actually cared about . . . and . . . as far as like the standard format, like
I felt like it didn’t matter as much like I always had been taught, so I really liked writing.”
Heidi’s investment (“liking”) indicates that writing has more value than just labor under
these conditions. In contrast to the test preparation she received, in which she was told to
avoid writing about personal interests or non-academic topics, Heidi can make her own
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interest something to explore. Additionally, the “standard format” does not determine the
value of the writing. As a reflection of this changed relation with writing, Heidi says she
pursues an English major, becomes a writing center tutor, and also tutors multilingual
writers in the community; she also mentions in the interview that she’s received a Teach
for America position. She attributes this pursuit of writing education to her valuation of
writing, that writing in school contexts can and should have value beyond the commodity
relation. She says,
. . . since my like understanding . . . of writing has changed, like I kind of
wanted more like other’s people’s understanding of writing to change like
at an earlier age, cause it’s like kind of a shame, like at this point in
college, like it’s kind of like, writing, um, is way different than how I
thought it had been for like twelve years of school . . . . it’s more fun.
Having found value and pleasure in writing in college, Heidi desires to shape students’
affective relations with writing “at an earlier age,” an indication of affective
accumulation of alienation in her beliefs about writing, and therefore an indication of the
importance for her of tutoring and teaching as a means of shaping students’ affective
relations with writing.
The affective relation with the work of writing, even in school contexts, is further
reflected in Tracy’s statement about her experience of writing in college:
in high school, it was basically like…the faster I could get it done, the
better, and in college writing I’d taken it to more of a craft level, like…in
high school it was kind of like, here’s what I need to say and here’s how I
can say it, and in college writing it’s more…like, what am I actually
thinking on this? Like, what ideas can I develop? Like, I think a lot of
English majors have that common thing where once they get a really good
idea, they look like that freak that’s just smiling as they type, and now I do
that.
Tracy marks this different relation to the work of writing with a “freakish” smile in the
midst of that work, and contrasts it with the markers of efficiency from high school
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writing. The smile is connected to a “craft level” of writing, in which she finds pleasure
in the work of writing, compared to the efficient, closed circuit of getting writing done in
high school. Tracy’s description of work here echoes Horner’s formulation of unalienated
labor, the ability to relate to and take pleasure in the activity of writing. Her reflection
shows the accumulation of affect in the enduring contrast between commodification and
use value as part of the conditions of writing. The pleasure of writing, of “just smiling as
they type,” in contrast with “the faster I could get it done, the better”, is an example of
how affect can stick to the relation with writing, not necessarily to a specific kind of
writing or location of writing. This affective relation with the work of writing is also
present in Erin’s interview, in which she explains that she enjoys writing but takes care to
distance herself from personal or privatized writing:
I don’t keep like a journal or anything like that, I wouldn’t write like just
to project my own thoughts, but the – I do have like a weird enjoyment
that I take from like written assignments and stuff like that, um, and I
really like, like working with other people, reading, like, doing like peer
edits in class and talking about like ideas and thesis statements is
like…where I like thrive, but like I said, I also wouldn’t like sit down and
like keep a blog or something, I’ve tried and it doesn’t really work.
The writing that Erin marks as pleasurable—with “weird enjoyment”—is also located in
school contexts, part of her college experience, rather than in seemingly personal or
private contexts like a journal or personal blog. Alienation is avoided not by avoiding
work or exchange value, instead, the work of writing itself can be a site of pleasure,
especially as it allows Erin to work with others on writing—”working with other people,”
“doing peer edits in class,” “talking about ideas and thesis statements.”
Like Tracy, Erin characterizes her enjoyment of writing as strange, a sentiment
easily taken for granted given its familiarity. At a time when mass writing is becoming
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the dominant form of literacy (Brandt), the enjoyment of writing, or excelling at writing,
especially in school or other public contexts, may not be quite so common. Prospective
writing center tutors often “confess” that they enjoy writing, or comment that their peers
seek them out for writing or editing help as a strange or not normal practice. Jennifer, for
example, says, “I think I always loved writing, even when I was little. I was weird, I liked
to do, like, make my own newspapers and stuff.” However, these interviews and the
portrait of the work of writing they provide prompt me to bring forward such a common
sentiment for further examination. If what’s “normal” is to not enjoy writing, such that
people who find pleasure in it, especially in school contexts, are strange, weird, freakish,
then what writers like Tracy and Erin describe can be understood as alienation as
habituated affect. Alienated writing is the norm, a “structure of feeling,” to use
Williams’s concept, around the work of writing, such that breaking with that norm is
what’s marked.
Erin relates her “weird enjoyment” to facility or ease with writing, as she muses
that perhaps “enjoying it a little bit more, that even like the challenges in writing are kind
of just like a puzzle to me rather than like, oh my god, I have to do this.” In other words,
enjoyment and play may help make writing easier for her than for her peers. However,
what I find interesting is that play and enjoyment—and thus facility—are related to
detachment: Erin identifies ease in writing through not caring about it or being so
personally invested in it, which allows her to treat it like a “puzzle.” She says,
I think that the drafting is so easy for me because I…I [laughing] kind of
don’t really like care all that much. It doesn’t seem like that weighty of an
issue, so like I enjoy that, like I said, kind of like a puzzle, like trying to
figure out like what it is that I’m trying to get across.
What I am calling Erin’s detachment from writing is important to consider in the context

127

of this discussion, because detachment is not the same thing as alienation. Erin is
detached but engaged, involved in the puzzle of figuring out what she’s “trying to get
across” in writing. This detached engagement is similar to Mark’s perceived ability to
take risks once he stops feeling too personally connected to his writing. Their attitudes
are different from Heidi’s unwillingness to revise (alienation but not detachment) and
Tracy’s intense desire to “show her revisions” (engagement as alienation). This
detachment is also different from that of Erin’s own fake revisions in high school (as well
as Linda’s). Alienation is not a matter of not being “personally invested”; instead, this
detached engagement allows us to think about how affect marks, or sticks to, a relation
with writing, disrupting ways of viewing student engagement without considering the
conditions of production. This way of thinking about alienation also highlights additional
dimensions of “high stakes” writing — writing that matters in ways the writer has little
control over.
Focusing on the conditions shaping this relation to the work of writing disrupts
binary or fixed conceptions of alienation that simplify the affective relation with writing
in terms of engagement/disengagement or in terms of private/public or personal/school
writing. Pleasure is not reserved for non-school writing (or, put differently, the location
of writing is not what determines pleasure), but neither is it reserved only for personal
writing that matters only to the writer, as in expressivist frameworks. Instead, these
writers ask us to examine how affect indexes a relation with the work of writing, and to
reconsider how we understand what “matters” to student writers, how they locate use
value in relation to the intrinsic value of their texts and their work. This affective
dimension of alienation is important because it exceeds any one writing context. This is
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demonstrated by the ways emotions allow access to as well as shape participants’
reflections about writing and value. It’s also suggested by the ways they describe the
impact of this alienated labor. Tracy’s reflections throughout this and the prior chapter
point up how she saw writing was managed in ways that excluded her from the
conditions of production, for example in her desire to exert control over the writing
process, to show her teacher the effort she’s putting in. She also mentions how these
practices impact bodies and shape a school culture, a collective structure of feeling
around these high stakes: “a lot of kids would be sent to the school counselors for
basically being too neurotic, and so I . . . used to be sent to the counselor by like—it
wasn’t even by my teachers, I got sent so many times by my parents and by my guidance
counselor.” Clearly, there are many factors contributing to Tracy’s experience, but these
are linked for her when she talks about her writing process: neurosis, counseling, “control
issues,” and revision as “mak[ing] sure that I’m catching myself on everything.”
As Tracy suggests, affective alienation also exceeds particular contexts through
accumulation, and this also includes the ways students come to see themselves as writers
under certain conditions of writing. Shannon’s response is striking in this respect, as she
says she did not think of herself as a writer in high school, that she “didn’t really think I
had anything to say for a while, because I just wasn’t able to write very well,” despite
extrinsic markers of her writing performance in the exchange value of test scores and
grades. Shannon explains:
[Sighs] That I was definitely not a good writer was something that was put
across to me in the very beginning, because while I could…take
standardized tests and that was fine, you – like, teachers would tell
students who were doing well that they were doing well, they’d be like,
this – this is really good, and if they didn’t say anything to you, that was
implying that you weren’t good, or if you weren’t at the smart kids table,
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um… [Sighs] and so I definitely came to college thinking that, I mean, I
could write in the sense that I could put a sentence together, but there was
no real…talent for it or anything, and even further than that, I wasn’t a
very strong writer . . . . it was sort of like, there were good writers, in the
same as there were people who were good at math at my school, and there
were people who were good at this, and they were good at that . . . so I
guess I definitely came to college thinking that I wasn’t a particularly
good writer, and not really even understanding what good writing was, to
an extent. It was almost like there was definitely good writing, and I
wasn’t doing it, but I had no idea what good writing was.
Shannon’s reflection shows the affective dimension of alienation circulating in her view
of herself as a writer independently of the value of test performance or grades. Affect
circulates around her relation with writing outside of test situations, registering her
interactions with and observations of teachers and peers. And, importantly, alienation
becomes habituated, accumulating in this view of herself as writer, which is part of her
transition into college writing.
Conclusion
Alienation and affect, then, challenge composition teachers to reconsider how the
conditions of writing organize or marshal writers’ affective capacities, and how affect
circulates within certain conditions of writing. Alienation may “begin” with commodified
writing contexts, whether in testing or non-testing situations, but this affective relation to
writing has the potential to accumulate and circulate beyond these contexts, partly as an
embodied relation to writing. When writing has no value (limited circulation, is only a
commodity) and when students feel they have no control over that circulation or value—
over writing’s production—the consequence or result is the student’s alienation from the
work of writing. Rather than working to produce a text to be read or consumed, students’
labor itself is what matters, indicated for example by their perceptions of the quality of
feedback or response. Students’ relation to the work of writing (labor) and the product of
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writing (commodified text) is defined only by exchange value. When writing has no
value (limited circulation, is only a commodity) and when students have no control over
that circulation or value—over writing’s production—the consequence or result is the
student’s alienation from the work of writing. Rather than working to produce a text to be
read or consumed, students’ labor itself is what matters, indicated for example by
perceptions of the quality of feedback or response. Students’ relation to the work of
writing (labor) and the product of writing (commodified text) is defined only by
exchange value. As I’ve discussed here, the process of alienation can also organize
writers’ affective capacities (Hennessy) around a relation with writing. This “interface
between affect and social elements” (Hennessy 213), like writing and testing, can be a
site for investigating the impacts and consequences of commodified writing conditions.
The participants in my study help us see the production of five-paragraph essays
or issues of “engagement” in terms of labor, and thus part of conditions of production
that, prior to entering our classrooms, may have alienated students from their own value,
let alone the thoughtful engagement a college instructor desires. To see writing in terms
of work involves accounting for the labor of past writing as embodied labor, thus
accounting for a relation with the work of writing as an embodied relation, one in which
affect circulates. In other words, it is a relation that transfers.
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CHAPTER 5
DISPOSITIONS, TRANSFER, AND WRITING ECONOMIES

In the previous chapter, I used participants’ reflections to show how they perceive
the nature of the writing process—the conditions of production—in both testing and nontesting contexts, works to alienate them from the value of their writing, as product and
process. Looking at how affect circulates within participants’ attitudes and beliefs about
the work of writing and the conditions for that work, I outlined a conception of alienation
that includes an affective relation with the production of writing. This affective
dimension of alienation bubbles up and animates participants’ recounting of their past
writing experiences. The circulation of affect in the retrospective space of these
interviews—in participants’ bodies and minds calling forth, reconstructing, and
representing their experiences—works as connective tissue, constructing embodied
linkages between past and present. Given this circulation of affect around a relation with
the work of writing, writers and writing teachers are confronted with questions about its
potential impact and transformation as part of the learning process. If alienation exists as
a relation with the work of writing, and if this relation is shaped in part by—and, in turn,
shapes—affect, then how can it impact students’ engagement with future acts of writing?
How do these ways of thinking about writing and about themselves as writers interact
with new writing situations and writing concepts? How do these relations change?
In other words, addressing these kinds of questions about alienation brings us
(back) to the issue of transfer, that is how this relation with writing—its affective as well
as cognitive dimensions—shapes students’ discursive resources (Lu; Reiff and Bawarshi)
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and their encounters with new writing situations. As Reiff and Bawarshi explain, students
bring and make use of these discursive resources, such as genre knowledge, to first year
writing courses, and they argue that composition needs to better understand these student
“incomes” as well as “outcomes,” or the demonstrable learning they have accomplished
by the end of FYW. This concept of discursive resources is taken from Lu, who defines
them as
a configuration of socially and historically structured patterns of
discursive practice: intersecting as well as competing templates on how
one should speak, read, write, think, feel, look (appear and view), act,
viscerally respond to and interact with others and the world. (27)
These discursive resources, explains Lu, are “continually spawned by [learners’]
participation in, affiliation with, or bond to a broad but constantly changing range of
social domains (societies, institutions, or life worlds)” (27-8). In the case of genres,
which work as “tools of cognition” (Bazerman qtd in Reiff and Bawarshi 314) or an
“orienting framework” (Hanks qtd in Reiff and Bawarshi 314), genre knowledge
accordingly is a discursive resource students have developed in prior contexts that shapes
how they frame and mediate new communicative contexts.
However, Lu’s discussion points to the multifaceted nature of discursive
resources, which include “senses of self, visions of life, and notions of one’s relations
with others and the world” (28). In other words, Lu makes space for the social and
affective relations that shape and inform students’ language and writing knowledge and
practices. Based on my analysis of participants’ values and beliefs about writing within
the context of standardized testing, I submit dispositions as a unit or a dimension
involved in students’ discursive resources, one that deserves attention in the area of
transfer scholarship and research. For my purposes, I understand dispositions as an
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embodied and transposable set of perceptual schemes that include ways of seeing value
and the work of writing, that generate perceptions and practices in relation to the social
space of the writer, and that, as embodied, operate affectively (see Bourdieu Logic;
Grenfell; Thompson; Wardle “Understanding”). As I discussed in Chapter 1, dispositions
are embodied ways of seeing and doing, part of the habitus of individuals and social
fields. Alienation is a disposition in the sense of an embodied relation to the work of
writing—one with affective and cognitive dimensions, shaped by the conditions and
relations of writing’s production, and that travels and orients writers in new writing
situations.
Rather than looking at individual factors or cause-effect kinds of relations,
Bourdieu and Wardle challenge us to examine the relations of individuals and
institutions, relations constructed by and reconstructing habitus, or “a system (i.e., a set
of interacting elements) of durable, transposable dispositions” (Thompson 12 qtd in
Wardle). Seen this way, students’ prior experiences with writing involve them in a
relation with the ways of seeing and doing enacted in schools, and this relation produces
dispositions around the work of writing. Wardle’s focus is on the “answer-getting
dispositions in educational systems and individuals” as related to standardized testing and
“tight control of educational activities by legislators,” which “can be understood as an
attempt to limit the kind of thinking that students and citizens have the tools to do.” The
habitus of schools includes answer-getting dispositions—and, I would argue, alienating
dispositions—and in their participation, students come to embody these types of
dispositions in relation to the ways writing is conceived, valued, and represented in
school and particularly in high-stakes testing regimes. This view of dispositions
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approaches the question of transfer by making relations the unit of measure for transfer,
and by bringing into this relation dispositions’ embodiment by institutions and
individuals.
Seeing alienation as a disposition, then—as an embodied, affective relation with
writing shaped by prior conditions of writing (marked by commodification and
alienation)—generates new concerns for the concept of transfer. Not only is it important
to acknowledge students’ incoming discursive resources (Reiff and Bawarshi) or how
they make use of prior knowledge (Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak); also significant is
how we take up students’ relations with the work of writing, engaging social material
relations and economies of writing. In other words, it is not enough to consider the roles
that individual dispositions such as self-efficacy or regulation play in the likelihood that
students will repurpose prior knowledge (Driscoll and Wells). Research and teaching also
must confront dispositions as socially produced and as transferable in themselves in order
to address the roles postsecondary writing can play in reshaping these dispositions.
Wardle’s consideration of answer-getting dispositions, part of the habitus of educational
systems that employ standardized testing that also structure the habitus of students, is an
important starting point for this kind of inquiry. As Wardle explains, these answer-getting
dispositions orient students toward applying what they already know to new situations
“with no attempt to repurpose, explore, or create.” In other words, dispositions shape the
likelihood of transfer, or what Wardle calls “creative repurposing,” but I would argue
that, as embodied ways of knowing and doing, dispositions also transfer. It is this latter
dimension of dispositions that needs further consideration and study, and which my work
attempts to highlight. I see this as especially important given the political dimensions of
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this highly regulated and regulatory educational field that Wardle points to, and given the
political economy of the dispositions produced in schooling and standardized testing
discourses in relation with the kinds of relations with writing demanded by corporate
capitalism.
Alienation and the Economy of Writing
If alienation can be considered an embodied disposition around the relation with
the work of writing, and if, as a disposition, it is “transferable” in the sense of orienting
students in new writing situations, it becomes important to recognize and address the
functions of this disposition in the fields in which it operates. In other words, why would
the economic and political expenditures involved in reshaping public education via highstakes, standardized testing (as well as related pedagogical changes) invest in this
disposition? From this perspective, the kind of inquiry posed by Wardle requires further
engagement to critically examine the dispositions engendered by the habitus of
educational institutions, by way of standardized assessment as well as commodified
writing practices. In addition to identifying the production of certain dispositions—
answer-getting vs. problem-posing, alienation—the larger functions of educational
production within a neoliberal paradigm must also be elucidated to show the ways in
which educational production participates in the historical organization of labor and the
human capacity for affect according to the demands and logics of the market (Hennessy).
What are the consequences of reproducing alienating relations with the work of writing,
embodied as dispositions that then operate as tendencies in future writing contexts,
especially in the age of the “literacy machine” that regulates writing instruction even in
postsecondary contexts (Soliday and Trainor)? What is the significance of alienation as a

136

disposition, as an embodied relation with writing, in the economy of writing in the 21st
century? Examining this disposition historically, within the larger economic context, I
believe can show how what transfers is not innocent, but rather how this disposition suits
the 21st century knowledge economy in which intellectual workers’ relation to writing is
an alienated one.
Our ways of thinking about alienation, especially within a Marxist framework,
have been organized around the conditions of factory labor. As the mode of production
shifted from the skilled work of craftspeople to mechanized, assembly-line production
creating and relying upon deskilled labor, workers were increasingly disconnected from
their labor, both product and process, and struggled for control over their working
conditions. In some ways, this model of alienation fits my participants’ descriptions of
the conditions of writing, for standardized tests as well as within other school contexts. At
the same time, this way of conceptualizing alienation needs to be translated for the
postindustrial economy of the United States, especially with the knowledge sectors of
economic production. Many scholars have turned their attention to the nature of work
within this “new” or “fast” capitalism, but these conditions also demand a better
understanding of alienation. For example, Gee, Hull, and Lankshear explain:
Work in the old capitalism was alienating. Workers were forced to sell
their labor, but often with little mental, emotional, or social investment in
the business. Today they are asked to think and act critically, reflectively,
and creatively. While this offers a less alienating view of work and labor,
in practice it can also amount to a form of mind control and high-tech, but
indirect coercion. (7)
These authors point up the difference in the nature and quality of labor in the shift to
writing as “a dominant form of manufacturing” (Brandt 3), which does not reduce and
restrict the productive and creative capacities of human workers in the same ways as
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assembly-line production. In the “new” or “fast” capitalism, which takes place within
increasingly complex technological and knowledge-related sectors of economic
production, those very capacities for creativity and cooperation are harnessed to produce
commodities. When workers are invited to engage in work that is creative rather than rote
or standardized, they are better able to find that work fulfilling and to identify with or
invest in the company.
As capitalism shifts in its ways of meeting human needs and the need for profit,
the ways that work is configured may take different forms without altering the
fundamental relations of labor, that is alienation is not somehow overcome by more
meaningful kinds of labor than in industrial manufacturing. Although what is called the
“knowledge economy” may come to dominate economic production as industrial
manufacturing once did, these sectors are still part of a transnational capitalist system. In
this system, alienation is part of the exploitation of workers in manufacturing sectors such
as sweatshops, and it is part of the ideology that disconnects intellectual workers and
consumers from these other forms and sectors of labor which make possible the
knowledge or service work more prevalent in certain parts of the world. Further,
intellectual labor is itself subject to deskilling and alienation, and this includes the work
of writing. McNally argues that content management systems (CMS), which are
proliferating in 21st century workplaces, have the potential to deskill intellectual labor in
much the same ways that Taylorism and Fordism deskilled manufacturing in the 20th
century. He extends Braverman’s “deskilling thesis” for industrial manufacturing, which
“suggests that owners and management (the agents of capital) seek to use technology and
management tools to constantly subdivide and routinize the labour process to gain more
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control over it” (358), to the management of intellectual labor and office work.
Institutional CMSs, what McNally calls “Enterprise Content Management” systems or
ECM systems, involve a “broad range of software” (361) to manage information,
documents, communication, and workflow. This technology allows for a streamlining of
workflow and increased cooperation among employees, leading to more efficiency and
greater productivity. However, this technology can also be a tool for management to
monitor workers, and it can alienate workers by facilitating the loss of control over the
process and products of their labor, by capturing and storing unstructured or in-process
work and by managing—and limiting—access to documents and information, whether
process work or finished products. Further, McNally argues, “[t]hrough [Business
Process Management or BPM] software individual workers may be reduced to nothing
more than employees of an intellectual assembly line where they simply perform their
predetermined responsibility to a document, and then send it along to the next employee”
(366), making “[w]orkflows . . . a reification of the human process of content creation”
(366). ECM systems facilitate the deskilling of intellectual workers through the
routinization of the work process, simplifying their skill set but also reducing their
knowledge of “the broader work process” (367). Similarly, Zweig has argued that the
deskilling and loss of control in seemingly middle-class occupations demands a
reorganization, and expansion, of who we understand to be “working class.” The
autonomous work of teachers, for example, is being challenged in large part by neoliberal
education policies, accountability discourses, and the standardization of curriculum, and
this contributes to the conditions shaping the experiences that participants describe.
These changes highlight that it is not a particular technology that deskills—and
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potentially alienates—workers, but instead the “use of technology by management
seeking increased control” (McNally 358). As Bowles and Gintis explain, “capitalist
production is at heart a social and not merely a technical process. And alienation is a class
and not a technological phenomenon” (74). In other words, analysis of how the nature of
work has changed and map the ways these changes reproduce the social relations of
capital must continue. Workers do not “sell” work, Bowles and Gintis explain, “but
formal jurisdiction over their capacity to work” (74). With this fundamental social
relation, the exploitative relation that is the “kernel” of the capitalist social relation
(Hennessy) can be preserved or reproduced in a number of labor systems.
The alienation produced via writing education within testing regimes suggests an
embodied disposition that in short aligns with the forms of alienated labor best suited to
this new economy, particularly to writers in this new economy. Deborah Brandt’s study of
workaday writers shows the operation of this relation within the knowledge sectors of the
economy with respect to writing even beyond the deskilling of intellectual labor. As she
explains, copyright law reveals the status of workaday writers not “as citizens or free
beings but rather as willingly enlisted corporate voices” (20). The work-for-hire doctrine
that informs copyright law also severs authorship: the piece of writing that’s produced in
this context “has no residual value to worry about or protect. . . . [and is] legally
considered bereft of any authorial quality that would connect back to the personality or
personhood of the composer” (27). These legal statutes attempt to position workaday
writers as similar to machines, or if not machines, then factory workers, denying and
severing any kind of connection to the products of their labor. What’s striking is that
these ways of governing knowledge workers have their precedent in older capital
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relations, notably that of “master-servant” (Brandt 22). In this way, capital shores up its
power through juridical as well as other means, allowing for what Harvey calls a “choice
of labor system” that allows for the sufficient production of profit (226).
This changing nature of work, and the relation of worker to both the process and
product of labor, impacts the intellectual labor of writing, especially with the explosion of
digital writing. As Lisa Dush argues, we are confronted with a situation in which writing
is becoming—transforming into as well as being replaced by—content, facilitated in
large part by the content management systems and circulatory processes of the web.
Textual production is characterized not by authored discrete texts (even multimodal ones)
designed for particular audiences, but operates by what Johnson-Eilola calls the
breakdown of “monolithic textual object[s],” and their recombination, circulation, and
commodification (204). Unlike “writing,” content “exists as digital assets that are full of
potential, characterized not by being finished or published, but rather by their availability
for repurposing, mining, and other future uses” (Dush 176). As writing becomes content,
writers become content creators, who “can ultimately exert only partial control over the
places their content goes and the forms it takes” (176) — much like Brandt’s workaday
writers. This is not necessarily a deskilling of work along the lines of the Braverman
thesis so much as it is a reconfiguration of writers, writing, and the relation of producer to
the product and the conditions of its production and circulation—reconfiguration of the
relations of production. Those paid for writing labor are no longer “writing” in the
traditional sense, but producing “digital assets” over which use they have no control, or,
as Brandt’s study shows, producing texts by surrendering their authorship for that of the
corporation or organization.
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Such labor in an information economy requires that writers essentially learn to be
alienated from the product of their intellectual and creative labor. In such an economy,
what would be considered “authored writing” in the traditional sense has begun to take
the form of unpaid or immaterial labor, for example as user-generated text for the web.
Unalienated labor, then, exists as immaterial labor — that which has use value but
receives no compensation for the producer, though it can still be used to generate profit.
The paid labor of writing is now content creation, which severs the producer from use
value, as the content exists only for endless forms and venues of exchange and
consumption. In such a context, the labor of writing extends beyond the workplace with
the commodification of texts, particularly on the web, and accordingly who is and is not a
writer is configured by an inverse relation to their alienation in terms of the conditions of
production.
Dispositions and Transfer
In light of this understanding of textual production and intellectual labor under the
conditions of flexible capital and digital writing, the factory metaphor I suggested for
some of my participants’ reflections in chapter four is not just a throwback to older forms
of capitalist production but also a potentially apt characterization of the relations with the
work of writing within the 21st century writing economy. Students are writing in and
entering economic contexts in which their authorship or identity as writer matters less
than the content they can produce or manage (Dush; Johnson) and the extent to which
they can occupy the identity or take on the voice of their employer or other institutions
(Brandt). The skilled/non-skilled distinction characteristic of labor under industrial
production begins to take the form of a waged/immaterial labor dynamic for intellectual
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labor and writing for the affective economy of web. In testing situations like the MCAS,
SAT, or AP exams, successful writing is less a matter of invention or argumentation than
one of “following formats and copying formats” (Mark), or, as Kelly noted, assembling
the supplied materials, as “the things they would look for . . . they’d already given it to
you basically.” The time constraints on test-related writing reflect invention’s lack of
value, as Lauren emphasized in her description of preparing to write for AP readers who
would only spend four seconds reading her introduction. The constraints on invention and
time work together to construct value around the production of certain kinds of textual
objects and components with suitable features identified on rubrics rather than attributing
value to a discrete text and any work it accomplishes through circulation.
The significance of testing as well as related ways of valuing writing outside of
testing contexts circulate in these participants’ responses, such that a writer like Heidi
doesn’t feel any ownership of her writing process; it’s just “handed away like right
away.” The compartmentalization of the writing process works with the constraints and
conditions of testing to separate writers from their work, both process and product.
Students may try to claim some control over this process, as in Tracy’s attempts to “show
her work” for her teacher, or may register their alienation by faking revisions.
Interestingly, some participants overcome or avoid alienation by, ironically, detachment,
by severing a “personal” connection to the writing (Mark and Erin). This opens up the
ability to play with writing or take risks, but it is not clear whether this detachment does
not also contribute to dispositions calibrated to the relation with content management
demanded by the knowledge sectors of the economy.
According to my participants’ experiences and perceptions, standardized testing
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may routinize writing into a series of replicable steps, but this works with the
mystification made possible within testing situations as well as classroom contexts (as
discussed in Chapter 3) to reproduce a relation with the production of writing, one that is
largely alienating. While public education aims to provide students the writing and other
“skills” they need for college and careers, the mechanisms of testing and related
instructional preparation may actually operate to deskill writers writ large by
disconnecting them from the circulation—and value—of writing. While rules and
routines supposedly “demystify” writing, they can actually achieve the opposite by
obscuring writing as social and material process. As Shannon shared, despite receiving
good grades and test scores, she didn’t feel she knew what “good writing” was, nor did
she identify herself as a writer. This is a relation characterized by an abundance of rules
but a lack of circulation, which corresponds to a lack of value outside of exchange value.
For example, useful feedback is something these writers value, in that a teacher/reader’s
response, even with critical feedback, shapes the value of their own writing. This kind of
feedback is not available in tested writing, and is replaced by remuneration in the form of
a score. The lack of circulation (and the attendant lack of value, or the emphasis only on
exchange value) prepares students for the lack of control they have over content by
cultivating a relation with writing in which they surrender authorship and ownership. As
Dush and Johnson-Eilola have shown, writing-as-content (digital, professional) is largely
defined by circulation, demanding that writing studies shift its metaphor for writing to
better prepare students to be content creators and managers, able to create “digital assets”
that can generate value through recombination and circulation (Dush). What this suggests
is that a relation with the work of writing, one of alienation cultivated in education and
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testing, prepares writers for a relation with content in which creation and control are
reconfigured. In this way, an alienated relation with the work of writing—as
disposition—prepares students for future content work, in much the same way as Bowles
and Gintis’s “correspondence principle” between the social relations of education and the
social relations of production and division of labor (131). In their view,
Alienated labor is reflected in the student’s lack of control over his or her
education, the alienation of the student from the curriculum content, and
the motivation of school work through a system of grades and other
external rewards rather than the student’s integration with either the
process (learning) or the outcome (knowledge) of the educational
“production process.” Fragmentation in work is reflected in the
institutionalized and often destructive competition among students through
continual and ostensibly meritocratic ranking and evaluation. (131)
Rather than a direct cause and effect relation, Bowles and Gintis’s formulation of the
correspondence principle emphasizes how the social division of labor is reproduced in the
educational system, for example through the ways that the “hidden curriculum” cultivates
different kinds of behavior or relations with authority and information in schools serving
different populations of students. Bourdieu’s theory of institutional and individual
habitus provides another way of seeing how social relations reproduce kinds of practice
and ways of seeing that are durable and transposable. In much the same way, my research
shows how educational systems can reproduce a relation with writing work in the form of
an embodied disposition.
Despite the promise of transfer research to refocus composition’s attention from a
single writer or writing context to see writing across contexts (Lorimer Leonard and
Nowacek 260), it is also subject to the commodifying logics and pressures of outcomesbased educational efforts and accountability measures, including the ongoing pressures of
WPA and WAC to articulate the purpose and value of first-year writing (Beaufort;
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Soliday and Trainor; Wardle “Understanding”). Under these constraints and pressures,
the study and uptake of transfer are subject to the objectification of writing knowledge
and practice in service of transferable “outcomes” that are communicable and marketable
to teachers, students, parents, and other administrators and faculty across the disciplines.
As Howard Tinberg noted at a recent convention of the Conference on College
Composition and Communication (CCC), the language and concepts of transfer make
possible more effective communication between writing teachers and faculty in other
disciplines, but this communication risks being premised mainly on the exchange value
of FYW and in ways that simplify or obscure the social material nature of the work of
writing in multiple contexts. This commodifying logic presented itself in another of
Tinberg’s statements, a joking one about transfer’s promise for selling textbooks.
Similarly, threshold concepts and “teaching for transfer” curricula, which have received
much recent attention, can be utilized or taken up in ways that are at odds with the
research and theory that inform this work. The pressure to distill and communicate what
does or should transfer from FYW threatens to dissuade engagement with the fullness,
including the messiness, of what comes in (dispositions, discursive resources) and how it
shapes writing and learning; with the emergent, iterative nature of teaching writing; and
with the ways that the work of writing and the circulation and valuation of writing impact
students’ relations with writing, both immediately and long-term.
As Soliday and Trainor point out in their recent study of college writers and the
technologies of “audit culture,” the work of composition, despite its research into the
conditions and complexities of writing, is still subject to the operations of the “literacy
machine,” such that the goals of communicating clear outcomes and objectives for
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students leads to “increased reliance on templates and formulas” (127) by writing
teachers. Composition teachers, they note, “face pressure to ensure every assignment is
transparent, transferable, and linked to often externally imposed standards” (145), yet the
authors urge resistance to the literacy machine and the dictates of OE (outcomes-based
education. Soliday and Trainor identify these “literacy machine” technologies in their
data in what they call a “blueprint design for assessment,” which, though aimed at
“making the opaque requirements of genres visible to students” (127), alienated students
from their writing. Characteristics of these blueprint designs included the language of the
assignment and the use of outcomes-focused rubrics and course management systems,
which impacted students’ interpretation of teacher feedback, even when the goals or
intention of the feedback were well-meaning (135).
In light of Dush’s arguments about the ways that writing is becoming content and
what this means for the ways composition describes and teaches writing, as well as what
my participants have shown about relations with the work of writing (the kinds of
dispositions being cultivated), composition’s attempts to study, theorize, and teach for
transfer must also attend to the ideological pressures on this work. These pressures, and
their material consequences, contribute to the objectification and commodification of
writing within the dominant “audit culture” of postsecondary institutions (Soliday and
Trainor 145). We must consider, in line with this, the kinds of writers being cultivated
with these “precisely worded outcomes” and the institutional pressures “to ensure every
assignment is transparent, transferable, and linked to often externally imposed standards”
(145). What kinds of dispositions are composition’s, and transfer’s, efforts and outcomes
geared toward, and how do these dispositions align or not with the demands of
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intellectual as well as immaterial labor under corporate capitalism?
Implications for Transfer Theory and Research
With alienation and the circulation of affect as the mechanism imprinting this
disposition within the writing economies of the 21st century, composition’s approach to
transfer, as an area of research and teaching that engages with these histories and
trajectories, presents opportunities for shaping relations with writing that disrupt
alienation as well as the aforementioned potential for reproducing these relations and
their animating logics. Engaging transfer with a materialist view of dispositions, as my
research suggests, allows composition to move beyond individual or activity system
perspectives to account for the ways that writing and labor are habitually instantiated and
embodied, including the affective dimensions of this relation. These embodied
dispositions effectively transfer, thus orienting writers’ relation with new writing contexts
and shaping the ways they engage new visions and values of writing.
These conditions deserve further study for students in school writing contexts that
are increasingly governed by testing discourses, accountability measures, and other
technologies of neoliberal education policies. Transfer research provides a framework
that allows composition to account for this affective transfer in the way we approach
students’ movement through different spaces of writing as researchers and as teachers.
Ultimately, the view of dispositions that I have discussed in relation to my findings
returns us to King Beach’s theory of generalization (roughly defined, as discussed in
Chapter 1, as the construction of associations across organizations) as a productive frame
for understanding transfer in social material ways. This framework is useful in that it
focuses on types of transitions individuals experience and the construction of knowledge

148

and associations they make in and through those transitions. The changes being analyzed
are not individual changes, but changes in relations of individuals and social activities
and organizations over time. This theory looks at the movement of human bodies,
locating the processes of generalization in “the changing relationship between persons
and activities” (Tuomi-Gröhn and Engeström 27), in interfaces not just individuals. The
unit of analysis suggested by Beach, that of “developmental coupling,” provides a way of
investigating transition and accounting for movement or changes in activities or contexts
(Beach 47). In its dialectical focus, this unit of analysis makes relations or interfaces
integral to any investigation; dispositions, in this view, must be studied as relational in
both their cultivation and their transformation.
Generalization holds promise for a materialist understanding of writing-related
transfer in its focus on relations rather than individuals or contexts, and in theorizing the
movement of bodies, “the entire human being” (Tuomi-Gröhn and Engeström 28) across
contexts. Beach’s critique of transfer theory’s rendering of “portable epistemologies”
(39) maintains an important critical distance from the objectification and potential
commodification of writing. This framework aligns with Horner’s materialist approach to
writing, which aims to resist reification by looking at the practice and at the conditions of
that practice (65), and offers a way of seeing the relations and tensions of students’ social
position and their current writing situation. Research can work from this kind of
approach, for example as Rebecca Nowacek does in her study of writing-related transfer,
which makes students’ transitions, their movement across situations, the focal point,
while addressing the relational nature of any understanding of transfer. The relations
made visible by her analysis of the rhetorical act of transfer, what she calls “integration,”
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one that is mitigated by institutional structures and power relations, provide an opening to
consider other material conditions.
Understanding dispositions as relational, embodied, and affective shifts the kinds
of questions we ask and the types of interventions we propose, away from outcomes, or
“what should we teach”, to incorporate incomes: “what are prior conditions and relations
of writing impacting our students, and what are the kinds of conditions and relations we
pursue in our classrooms and writing programs?” This orientation also allows
composition to go even further, to consider how we can critically work against something
like alienation—as a kind of “negative transfer”—rather than just accommodate prior
knowledge or discursive resources. By confronting alienation as a disposition in relation
with the social material conditions of writing for high school as well as college, rather
than an individual “problem” or limitation that can be overcome by individual teachers or
particular courses, teachers can open up possibilities for other kinds of relations with
writing that are less alienating and that orient students to the conditions around writing
that contribute to alienation.
Complicity or Change: Implications for the Teaching of Writing
Prior research on transfer has focused on FYW courses as a “transition point” for
students, thus “uniquely suited to engage, develop, and intervene in students’ purposeful
reflection on their learning” (Reiff and Bawarshi 331). And, transfer and WAC/WID
scholarship point up the important work of writing education in other sites of
postsecondary writing instruction; these too can present opportunities to engage students
in shaping their relations with writing in other educational, professional, and public
fields. In addition to rethinking approaches to studying, theorizing, and articulating
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transfer, as well as conducting further research that addresses alienation and dispositions,
how can composition support student writers and cultivate different relations with the
work of writing to identify as well as challenge alienation? As the writing in school
contexts, including testing and test-related instruction, becomes increasingly regulated,
commodified, and alienating, this affective relation with the work of writing can shape
students’ attitudes and values around writing as well as where and how they see
themselves as writers. Where there’s pleasure to be found in writing for school contexts,
it comes with or is made possible by some degree of detachment like we see with Mark
and Erin. With writing’s regulation and commodification, spaces beyond the classroom,
including the web, come to be significant sites of non-alienated writing, for example as
Heidi and Bobbie take pleasure in “personal” writing or writing for fun. With challenges
to school funding in all but the most resource-rich schools, extracurricular activities—and
sites for writing—like music and theater programs are at risk of elimination. The
opportunities for the kinds of writing that Tracy enjoyed, writing that had use for her as
well as for the theater production, are not just scarce, but are scarce for certain
populations of students and not others8. Further, the affective value of this kind of writing
becomes absorbed by other sites and spaces, including digital ones that generate surplus
value from the immaterial labor of unpaid writers.
One implication of my study is that FYW courses can work more deliberately to
cultivate a critical attitude toward such alienation. The first step is to recognize it
alongside other kinds of value present in student writing. As Brandt finds in her recent
study, alienation is not total, as writers experience and negotiate these material and

8

Tracy attended a “Blue Ribbon School”
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ideological conditions in complex ways. Although the juridical protection of private
property legally renders workaday writers as machines (or computers), Brandt finds that
writers experience what she calls a “residue of authorship, a value that can neither be
separated from their person nor accounted for in any legal or economic sense” (27). This
“residue of authorship” are instances of affective excess or surplus from the embodied
labor of writing that cannot be captured or accounted for fully in the legal discourses of
copyright provisions. The residue of authorship suggests openings for pedagogical
intervention into the processes of alienation, and call for pedagogical approaches that
address dispositions, seen as material and relational rather than individual, and that
challenge teachers to reflect on the conditions of production that they enact in their
classrooms even as they aim to support students’ self-efficacy, motivation, and other
transfer-supporting qualities (Driscoll and Wells).
As a result, I would advocate greater attention to materialist pedagogies that
situate the conditions of writing and the writing classroom in terms of the material social
process at work in other, and prior, spaces of learning (Horner; Lu). These provide an
important starting point for shaping pedagogical approaches to transfer in that they are
oriented toward the conflicts, overlaps, disruptions, and extensions of writing practices
across contexts, rather than seeing the writing classroom as a space somehow sealed off
from ideological and material forces. My findings support pedagogies in this vein in
valuing the work of student writing as material, social labor, part of the process of
composing oneself in relation to the social world. As Horner, drawing on the work of
Raymond Williams, notes: “If . . . the most important thing a worker produces is himself
in relation to a particular kind of labor, then we can see in student work the potential for
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the students to make themselves in relation to that particular kind of labor named ‘student
work’—not to return to an individualist expressionism, but to consider how in
composition courses structure and agency meet” (Terms 58).
In addition to engaging with students’ experiences of writing and discursive
resources, then, classes should make the conditions of production in their classes a site
for critical reflection in order to intervene in alienation (Lee; Paster; Trimbur). Denise
Paster’s and John Trimbur’s work shows the great potential for countering alienation in
pedagogies that emphasize the role of circulation, both within the class and beyond it, in
shaping value. In this vein, Amy Lee pushes against process pedagogies that fail to
acknowledge the reception and circulation of the product of writing (181), arguing
instead for pedagogies that “[foreground] the means by which we might control—and are
denied control—over the product” of writing (181). Paster’s work supports this focus by
attending to ways of “invit[ing] students to see how they are positioned by circuits of
distribution and how claiming more control over these might shape the ways in which
they see their writing and student writing in general, shifting the ways in which they
relate to their labor” (44). As these approaches show, attention to writing’s circulation—
how its distribution is connected to its production and valuation—are important for
helping students see how writing works in terms of access and control over “socially
useful knowledge” (Trimbur “Circulation” 212) and helping them view and reshape their
own writing labor. Pedagogies that provide students with ways of controlling circulation
offer opportunities to intervene in the condition of production and resist alienation.
My research also aligns with Mary Soliday and Jennifer Trainor’s recent
intervention, in which they urge composition teachers to resist the domination of
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outcomes-based education and accountability measures, what they see as the regulation
of the literacy machine and its related technologies. Instructors can do this, they argue, by
developing approaches to teaching that help students cultivate artisanal writing practices
and identities (143). This artisanal approach, they argue, is less alienating for students,
allowing them to develop a sense of authorship and the ability to approach wicked or illstructured problems with both writing genres (e.g., discipline-specific ways of
investigating problems) and imagination. In contrast to a “blueprint” approach to teaching
writing, which fetishizes transparency at the expense of student labor and agency (and, it
should be noted that the discourse of transparency also supports the regulatory operation
of the literacy machine), an artisanal approach encourages teaching that remains open to
the uncertainty and unpredictability of the composing process “emerging through drafts
and conferences” (137). In other words, the “sketch design” they suggest helps avoid the
assembly line model of intellectual labor—and thus the commodification of writing—by
decreasing the regulation of each aspect of production. In this approach, rhetorical
exigency can be attributed to the process not to the prompt (137), which, in light of my
study’s findings on the commodification of writing through rules and fixed forms, as well
as the regulation of the conditions of production, attributes value to the work of writing
rather than just labor. The artisanal approach centers “craft, with its emphasis on rules in
the service of making” (146), rather than rules in the service of transaction. This is not to
disregard the constraints of writing in favor of “freedom,” which is also subject to being
fetishized in writing education, but to help students “self-consciously navigate the
tensions between constraint and creativity and see the purpose for constraints, whether
disciplinary or institutional, as they focus on the larger goals of wrestling with
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complexity and enacting their authorship” (147). This, they argue, will better prepare
students to tackle the “wicked problems” of our communicative landscape (146). In my
view, such preparation also involves reshaping an affective relation with the work of
writing.
Writing centers are possible sites for doing this important work around student
labor and dealienation, yet they are also subject to the tension of artisanal approaches and
commodifying logics. In many ways, writing centers are ideally situated for, and even
define themselves by this artisanal approach to teaching writing. Openness in contrast to
regulation or control is a defining feature of their collaborative pedagogy, stemming in
part from writing centers’ position within postsecondary institutional structures. In line
with Soliday and Trainor’s artisanal framework, writing centers articulate their work in
terms of serving the role of “authentic reader” and providing feedback at “the point of
need” (137). Writing centers cannot control outcomes for a classroom or a particular
grade, nor does their collaborative and student-centered pedagogy desire such control:
ultimately, the writer decides what changes to make to their writing (see Deal). At the
same time, however, this orientation toward outcomes and student ownership highlights
the complicated relationship writing centers have with the issue of transfer and its
attendant commodifying pressures. How they choose to engage with conceptions of
transfer with respect to pedagogy has implications for intervening in or helping students
resist alienation. In some respects, transfer is at the heart of what writing centers do; as
Bonnie Devet argues, “centers already teach for transfer every day” (120). The work of
consultations or tutorials addresses the occasion of a particular assignment or text, but
with an eye to generating with the writer strategies, practices, and resources for them to
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repurpose in other writing contexts. This transfer orientation is captured in Stephen
North’s early axiom: “Our job is to produce better writers, not better writing” (438).
What “get[s] changed by instruction” in writing centers is “writers, and not necessarily
their texts” (438).
More recently, writing center scholarship has begun to engage more directly with
transfer scholarship in composition, including articulating its work more explicitly in
terms of transfer. The emphases and purposes here resemble those taken in the study of
transfer in composition: to understand and improve tutor education and training in order
to foster effective tutoring practices that support student writers’ transfer (Devet), and to
use our understanding of transfer to “articulate the value of peer tutoring coursework” to
“outside stakeholders” (Driscoll 154). In these ways, writing centers take up some of the
research and pedagogical issues of studying writing development and the teaching of
writing, but also engage, as what Bawarshi calls, composition’s “fundamental debates
about the place, purpose, and use/exchange value of first-year composition (FYC)
courses” (88). Facing similar pressures to represent and demonstrate the use and
exchange value of these sites and methods of instruction, writing centers encounter and
wrestle with the commodity logics of the neoliberal university. However, unlike
composition or writing programs more specifically, writing centers are positioned to
explore the tension between artisanal teaching approaches and commodifying pressures
of the literacy machine.
Taking a materialist approach, with a view of affective transfer that focuses on the
material social relations of dispositions and labor, writing centers can explore the
productive tensions of commodification and alienation. Writing centers can recognize,
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study, and articulate the crucial work that takes place in these sites, in which the focus on
circulation, student labor, and response helps writers shape relations to their labor and the
value of their texts. The view of transfer, dispositions, and alienation suggested by my
study allows writing centers to shift North’s writing center credo into a site of inquiry and
action. Rather than, or in addition to, producing “better” writers or writing in service of
future communicative contexts (with its attendant risks of commodifying writers), writing
centers can work with students’ “residue of authorship,” and research as well as
participate in helping students shape their material and affective relations with the work
of writing. By working with writers’ relations with labor, writing centers can be sites for
identifying, interrogating, and intervening in alienation even as they address specific
writing questions or issues. They can also take these insights, strategies, and advocacy
into other sites of writing education across campuses. Centering students’ writing
histories and ongoing movement among sites of writing labor, with their attendant
material and ideological pressures, writing centers can take a materialist as well as an
artisanal approach that challenges the alienating operations of regulation and
commodification.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION:
BRINGING LABOR AND AFFECT TO THEORIES OF TRANSFER

I conducted this study of student writers’ perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs
motivated by my commitments to serving student writers, and my interest in recent
changes to public education. I view these changes, including the implementation of
standardized, high-stakes assessment, as part of neoliberal educational reforms that take
part in the marketization of education. Educational goals, values, and operations, are
framed and even subverted according to market logics and values (Chapter 1). This
perspective on the context and exigence for my study also shaped my understanding of
the potential implications of my findings, discussed in Chapter 5; because these
ideologies are not neutral, I considered the possible ends to which these processes—the
cultivation of alienating dispositions in relation with the work of writing—can contribute.
However, I acknowledge in Chapter 2 that this is only an initial phase of this research,
one marked by limitations. These limitations are an important factor relating to the
validation and credibility of this study, but they also generate questions and
considerations for future research.
The Need for Future Research and a Materialist Approach
This way of seeing alienation indicated by my research, as an embodied
disposition produced within the pressures and conditions of neoliberal education
discourses—including standardized, high-stakes assessment regimes—and larger writing
economies, demonstrates the need for a materialist perspective for future study of
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writing-related transfer. Although composition’s recent transfer scholarship has engaged
sociocultural and activity theory frameworks, deviating from earlier cognitivist and
behaviorist approaches in educational psychology, composition teachers and scholars risk
reproducing the individualist focus of these earlier approaches if they do not account for
the labor—and thus the material social relations—of students’ past and present writing.
When we do not include the social and economic conditions of writing in our conceptions
of transfer, we create conditions for “negative transfer” to creep in and frame our ways of
seeing students’ “prior” writing experiences, and standardized testing can be a vehicle for
this, serving as a scapegoat that allows us to criticize students’ writing practices without
necessarily placing the blame at students’ feet. In other words, the kinds of writing
students have done for standardized tests, like five-paragraph essays, become nonmaterial issues to remedy rather than sites of inquiry or further engagement.
In this respect, the issue is not that composition does not recognize alienation,
rather that it tends to do so in individual rather than social material terms. Although
Horner and other scholars have theorized writing’s commodification in college and other
educational contexts, teachers can still resort to non-material ways of thinking about
alienation, especially when it comes to students’ writing experiences prior to college. We
can see an example of this approach in a recent piece published on the Chronicle of
Higher Education website and circulated via the WPA (Writing Program Administrators)
listserve. The wide circulation of this piece and the positive response that it received
speaks to a still common, and seemingly innocuous, way of seeing students and their
writing, one that circulates individual orientations of alienation as well as conceptions of
“negative transfer”. In the piece, an open letter to his writing students, instructor Galen
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Leonhardy laments the large number of “basic” five-paragraph essays his students
submitted for an assignment asking them to “write an essay explaining which is better,
cats or dogs.” Though the students’ writing overall was “fairly clear and the paragraphs
mostly focused,” Leonhardy points out that students failed to “engage thoughtfully with
ideas.” Instead of acting on the freedom of topic and organization proffered by this
assignment, a contrast with the conditions of high-stakes testing, Leonhardy’s students
enacted a different relation, producing “the kind [of essays] your high-school teachers
told you to write for college-entrance exams.”
What we see in pieces like this is a view of negative transfer, with standardized
testing and high school instruction, rather than students themselves, to blame. Testing as
a prior condition and experience can be made to do some heavy lifting in these kinds of
assessments, serving as shorthand for the kinds of problems in writing that Leonhardy
identifies. Standardized testing serves as a scapegoat in that it allows instructors and
others to name a problem with student writing without blaming students, as the device
then absorbs culpability. In essence, students are bringing to college prior forms of
writing that no longer serve them and that interfere with their ability to produce the kinds
of writing that “college-level readers are looking for.” However, students are only
reproducing forms of writing that had been required of them, and have not yet had access
to the kinds of writing and thinking—and freedom—that postsecondary education offers.
Rather than faulting students for failing to produce something more than a five-paragraph
essay, Leonhardy cites as relevant conditions overworked high school teachers shackled
by “administrative and legislative domination” as well as students’ experiences’ in the
“wasteland of testing.” Accordingly, he does not give lower grades for these formulaic
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essays, instead giving credit for the labor of “completing the process of drafting and
revising.” What remain unaddressed in a piece like this, however, are the relations and
processes around writing that generate these kinds of essays found to be lacking.
Though he does not mention it explicitly, alienation is the “problem” that
Leonhardy addresses here, diagnosed by students’ failure to take part in the freedom
proffered by this college writing assignment. Leonhardy explains:
I make clear that my writing prompts are just suggestions: You may use
the prompt I assign, or you can create your own [ . . . . ] I believe you
should write all about whatever interests you if you are to learn to write
and learn how you fit in higher education.
Accordingly, dear students, rather than writing about which is better, cats
or dogs, you might have written about your mom and dad, yourself and
your sister, your first friends as they were when you met and as they are
now, the devil and God, Christ and the Buddha, cats as representative of
Confucius and dogs as representative of Krishna, fascism and democracy,
or the character of the Old Testament God walking alone in the desert and
the villain within each of us as presented in the Mahabharata — among
countless other topics.
In short, you could have picked an idea and aimed for insight. But you
didn’t.
The freedom depicted here speaks to the best of intentions of writing teachers: to give
writers the option to write about anything, to pursue their own interests and make those
the basis by which they “learn how [they] fit in higher education.” Alienation, then, is
indicated by students’ disenfranchisement, which is so entrenched or internalized that
they are unable (or unwilling) to act on this freedom when given the option. Alienation is
also depicted in Leonhardy’s descriptions of these other spaces of writing and testing —
in powerless, overworked teachers, and the “wasteland of testing” — to which his writing
classroom stands in contrast. Students’ failure (or struggle) itself reveals the extent of this
freedom, this vision of non-alienated writing: the very fact that students produce these
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disappointing essays is a reflection of the freedom that distinguishes this assignment and
this writing classroom from these other contexts.
Leonhardy may not blame students for this failure, but he does work from an
individual orientation to writing and alienation that identifies it at the level of form and
content but not the conditions of production. This way of thinking treats alienation as
individual experience rather than as social material process, making its operation and its
remedy a matter of individual freedom and choice. Leonhardy reinforces this
individualist view by contrasting his role as college teacher to that of parent or boss. He
does this in an effort to combat or intervene in alienation, which he envisions in terms of
a lack of freedom:
You see, I will not force you to follow prescriptive guidelines. I’m your
college teacher, not your boss or parent. I will not force you to be creative.
If you write, revise, and complete your assignments, you will not be
harmed in terms of grades because nobody can force me to place you in a
hierarchy of accomplishment. You will get the A for completing the
process of drafting and revising.
But your growth as a writer is not a grade. I would rather have you write
exaggeratedly than stay safely confined in a box of false rules.
Indeed, the way he frames his appeal here directly contrasts the imperative language used
by my participants to describe the rules and fixed forms around writing (Chapter 3).
Leonhardy, in contrast, states what students “might have” done, or “could have done,”
and that he “will not force you to be creative.” However, the intervention into alienation
that Leonhardy envisions here is an expressivist one, emphasizing the writer and her
purpose and promoting the value of individual freedom to “engage with ideas.” By
making the solution to alienation an individual matter, this approach risks maintaining the
conditions that cultivate alienating relations with writing. By positioning himself as the

162

college teacher against the boss and the parent, Leonhardy does not articulate a social
position for himself, the classroom, or the work undertaken therein. In locating the
classroom and the writing space outside of domestic life and outside of economic forces
(presumably college occupies some non-material space of exploration and cultivation), he
leaves unattended, and thereby obscures, the social material relations of himself and his
students, and his students with the work of writing. Writing can be domesticated in the
home, or commodified in the workplace, but the role of writing in college is somehow
neither. Failing to locate a social and material position for the work of students’ writing,
and failing to account for circulation and value, he cannot address alienation, whether as
response to students’ prior experiences or as response to the kinds of writing they
produce for his course. Without a consideration of writing as labor or how the circulation
and valuation process alienates writers, Leonhardy attempts to intervene in the wrong
place. Changing the prompt will not prevent students from writing five-paragraph essays
carefully arguing for cats or dogs with the requisite consideration of an opposing
viewpoint—or as I would say, it will not prevent or forestall an alienated relation with
writing, which could be identified by such essays.
Although Leonhardy assigns culpability to testing and prior conditions, rather
than to students, this individual and non-material framing of alienation—and freedom—is
accomplished by this very bracketing of testing and prior writing contexts. In other
words, testing does ideological work that can actually lead to reproducing the conditions
that alienate writers even after they have supposedly departed particular educational sites
dominated by testing practices or pressures. What writing teachers must consider, as
suggested by my participants’ responses, are the conditions of production in their writing
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classrooms, including the affective relations students “transfer”—as embodied
dispositions—from other writing contexts. Failing to do so means creating the conditions
for alienation to circulate affectively even when the intention is to avoid, prevent, or
intervene in alienation. Unless we engage with standardized testing and “prior writing” in
materialist ways, we are subject to these assumptions and misunderstandings—
acknowledging alienation but only in limited ways. Approaching alienation as a
disposition—embodied, relational, material, affective—opens up possibilities for
exploring and understanding the conditions and processes that contribute to alienation,
and intervening in them.
This materialist approach to understanding dispositions and transfer offers tools
that allow for future research and existing theory to think about alienation in terms of
affect, socially produced by the work of writing. Even those who take a bioecological
approach, like Driscoll and Wells, rely on an individual rather than social material view
of dispositions. This allows us to offer some strategies that address Leonhardy’s concerns
about alienation, but prevents us from reshaping those concerns to think about the
production of dispositions. While the work of Driscoll and Wells aims not to isolate
individual dispositions but to understand them ecologically as “a critical part of a larger
system that includes the person, the context, the process through which learning happens,
and time,” my concern is that treating the “person” or particular dispositions as a unit of
analysis, rather than a dialectical relation, elides the social material conditions of qualities
such as value, self-efficacy, regulation, and motivation. My research suggests how value,
for example, depends on social material conditions for writing, and how value contributes
to embodied dispositions that are relational as well as transposable (building on the work
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of Paster and Trimbur). By engaging alienation as a disposition, in relation with the social
material conditions of writing for high school as well as college, rather than an individual
“problem” or limitation that can be overcome by individual teachers or particular courses,
teachers like Leonhardy can open up the possibilities offered by writing—for expression,
persuasion, communication, action—while engaging with the students’ experiences of
writing and discursive resources, as well as making the conditions of production (Paster)
in their classes a site for critical reflection. Further, these conditions of production, both
past and present, are important sites for future research.
Given the ways that my participants, as college writers, have reflected on their
writing in prior school and testing contexts, suggesting struggle over the value of writing
and affective relations with the work of writing, I see dispositions as an important site for
further inquiry into conceptions of transfer. A social material approach to studying
dispositions and transfer becomes ever more important for helping writing teachers and
researchers understand the “internal and external forces” (Ruecker 91) impacting
students’ writing lives as well as situating our classrooms and practices within neoliberal
educational discourses and writing economies. Dispositions are important for this
research as they allow us to look at the individual and the social with respect to writing,
to consider the affective relations of writing, and to think about how these may be shaped
and reshaped over time.
Directions for Future Research
Retrospective interviews presented a conceptual challenge for me as I began the
process of reading, coding, and analyzing the data. Experiencing this process, even with
these attendant struggles, and developing these insights around alienation, I recognize

165

these interviews as a rich site of inquiry around beliefs, values, attitudes, and relations —
the building blocks of dispositions. As suggested in my limitations discussion, this study
has generated a number of considerations for future research in terms of compelling
phenomena for study as well as methods for conducting that research. Future study
design will take into consideration when it is appropriate to include dialogue and
negotiation with participants, to shape understanding during analysis as well as contribute
to action and change (Creswell 248). In addition to these analytical considerations, future
research on students’ dispositions and on alienation as disposition will draw from a larger
and more general sample, with the goal of representing a broad range of writers and
writers’ backgrounds. This research could be designed take a number of forms. A
redesigned survey, informed by the insights generated from this dissertation, could be
distributed to a larger group of students and collect responses about beliefs, attitudes, and
values around writing. Additional sampling from these responses could result in students
selected for focus group interviews or a grounded theory study (20-30 participants to be
interviewed, as recommended by Creswell [157], or more, as recommended by Kathy
Charmaz). I have in mind a longitudinal study comprising a series of retrospective
interviews, working with Beach’s concept of “developmental coupling” (perhaps during
senior year of high school and/or first year of college, as well as senior year of college
and/or into post-college), along the lines of the Stanford Study of Writing, but focusing
on dispositions—affective and labor relations with writing—over time, by continuing to
look at how writers remember, represent, and evaluate past writing experiences in
different moments. Another way to build from my initial study would involve a
longitudinal case study approach, with fewer participants but more sources of data, such
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as written texts and affective think-aloud protocols, which would allow me to pursue a
deeper understanding of changing relations with writing. Writing centers would also
provide a rich site for this kind of transitions-oriented research, not with the goal of only
demonstrating prior notions of transfer of writing knowledge and practices, but also to
trace relations with writing and how they evolve over time.
These expanded studies will include collecting information on schools and other
demographic factors, pulling them into analysis to see if and when they offer explanatory
potential. I see the importance of bringing in more writers, including those who don’t
consider themselves “successful” or “strong” writers (or who don’t even see themselves
as writers at all), especially since the participants in this initial study show how alienated
relations with writing can develop for students who do demonstrate strength or success in
writing. This broader population of writers is important to include as researchers and
scholars highlight the unequal impacts of neoliberal educational reforms including highstakes, standardized assessment regimes. A larger and more diverse sample will allow me
to map the contours, features, impacts of alienation as disposition and how it changes
over time, likely challenging my initial conceptions and leading to richer theory, more
explanatory power in the service of better supporting student writers in both secondary
and postsecondary contexts.
This dissertation, then, marks one stage of an ongoing inquiry about attitudes,
values, and beliefs about writing within a neoliberal education project. My goal for future
research involve looking at students’ values and beliefs around writing alongside broader
discourses around testing, writing, education. Conducting a rhetorical analysis of the
values and beliefs circulating in arguments around testing by government and corporate
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entities as well as other stakeholders — teachers and teachers’ unions, parents, activists,
and other organizations — I aim to map the rhetorical and discursive landscape around
writing education and account for the ways it interacts with students’ views.
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APPENDIX A
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORMS
Consent form for tutor interns
Consent Form for Participation in a Research Study
University of Massachusetts Amherst

Researcher(s):
Study Title:
Faculty Sponsor:

Lisha Daniels Storey (graduate student researcher), Robin
Garabedian (student researcher), Betty Matthews (student
researcher)
Examining the Impact of No Child Left Behind on College Writers
Donna LeCourt

1. WHAT IS THIS FORM?
This form is called a Consent Form. It will give you information about the study so you
can make an informed decision about participation in this research study.
2. WHO IS ELIGIBLE TO PARTICIPATE?
You are being asked to participate in this study because you are currently enrolled in
English 329H. Your decision about whether or not to participate in this study will have
no effect on your course grade for 329H or your standing as a tutor-intern at the UMass
Amherst Writing Center.
3. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
We are conducting this research study to gain a better understanding of how college
writers’ writing practices and attitudes toward writing have been affected by high-stakes
testing under No Child Left Behind.
4. WHERE WILL THE STUDY TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST?
You are being asked to participate in a series of interviews that will take place over the
course of the semester. The number of interviews is two (2) and will take 60 minutes
each. Interviews will take place in an enclosed space on campus that allows for privacy
(e.g., a researcher’s office or a study cubicle in the Du Bois Library Learning Commons).
5. WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO?
If you agree to take part in this study, you will meet with the researchers two (2) times
over the semester for a 60-minute interview. During these interviews, you will be asked
to reflect on your high school and college writing experiences, your experiences with
standardized or high-stakes testing, your attitudes toward writing, and your writing
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process. You will also be asked about your experiences in English 329H and your tutorial
sessions.
6. WHAT ARE MY BENEFITS OF BEING IN THIS STUDY?
We do not know of any ways you will benefit directly from participating in this study.
However, in participating in this study you may gain a deeper understanding of your
writing practices and how they have been shaped, as well as a better understanding of the
contexts and backgrounds of writers you will work with in the Writing Center. You will
also help to extend current knowledge about the effects of standardized and high-stakes
testing on writers in college.
7. WHAT ARE MY RISKS OF BEING IN THIS STUDY?
We believe there are no known risks associated with this research study; however, a
possible inconvenience may be the time it takes to complete the study.
8. HOW WILL MY PERSONAL INFORMATION BE PROTECTED?
Your participation in this study and any information you volunteer during the study will
be kept confidential. Your instructor for 329H will have no knowledge of your
participation. The following procedures will be used to protect the confidentiality of your
study records and, if applicable, of audio tapes. The researchers will keep all study
records, including any codes to your data, in a secure location (such as a locking file
cabinet). Research records will be labeled with a code. A master key that links names and
codes will be maintained in a separate and secure location. The master key and
audiotapes will be destroyed three (3) years after the close of the study. All electronic
files (e.g., database, spreadsheets) containing identifiable information will be password
protected. Any computer hosting such files will also have password protection to prevent
access by unauthorized users. Only the members of the research staff will have access to
the passwords. At the conclusion of this study, the researchers may publish their findings.
Information will be presented in summary format and you will not be identified in any
publications or presentations. If during the audio-recorded interviews you provide any
identifying information (e.g., high school, hometown), this information will be altered for
presentations and publication to protect your anonymity.
9. WILL I RECEIVE ANY PAYMENT FOR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY?
You will not receive any payment for taking part in the study.
10. WHAT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS?
Take as long as you like before you make a decision. We will be happy to answer any
question you have about this study. If you have further questions about this project or if
you have a research-related problem, you may contact the first researcher, Lisha Daniels
Storey, at lstorey@english.umass.edu or 404-313-1081, or the faculty sponsor, Donna
LeCourt, at donnal@english.umass.edu or 413-545-6597. If you have any questions
concerning your rights as a research subject, you may contact the University of
Massachusetts Amherst Human Research Protection Office (HRPO) at 413-545-3428 or
humansubjects@ora.umass.edu.
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11. CAN I STOP BEING IN THE STUDY?
You do not have to be in this study if you do not want to. If you agree to be in the study,
but later change your mind, you may drop out at any time. There are no penalties or
consequences of any kind if you decide that you do not want to participate. If you choose
not to continue your participation in the study, we will remove or destroy any and all of
your information or data.
12.WHAT IF I AM INJURED?
We do not anticipate any risk of injuries in this study. The University of Massachusetts
does not have a program for compensating subjects for injury or complications related to
human subjects research, but the study personnel will assist you in getting treatment.
13. SUBJECT STATEMENT OF VOLUNTARY CONSENT
By signing this form I am agreeing to voluntarily enter this study. I have had a chance to
read this consent form, and it was explained to me in a language that I use and
understand. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have received satisfactory
answers. I understand that I can withdraw at any time. A copy of this signed Informed
Consent Form has been given to me.

________________________
Participant Signature:

____________________
Print Name:

__________
Date:

By signing below I indicate that the participant has read and, to the best of my
knowledge, understands the details contained in this document and has been given a
copy.
_________________________
Signature of Person
Obtaining Consent

____________________
Print Name:
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__________
Date:

Consent form for current (paid) tutors
Consent Form for Participation in a Research Study
University of Massachusetts Amherst

Researcher(s):
Study Title:
Faculty Sponsor:

Lisha Daniels Storey (graduate student researcher), Robin
Garabedian (student researcher), Betty Matthews (student
researcher)
Examining the Impact of No Child Left Behind on College Writers
Donna LeCourt

1. WHAT IS THIS FORM?
This form is called a Consent Form. It will give you information about the study so you
can make an informed decision about participation in this research study.
2. WHO IS ELIGIBLE TO PARTICIPATE?
You are being asked to participate in this study because you are currently employed as a
tutor at the University of Massachusetts Amherst Writing Center. Your decision about
whether or not to participate in this study will have no effect on your standing or
employment as a tutor at the UMass Amherst Writing Center.
3. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
We are conducting this research study to gain a better understanding of how college writers’
writing practices and attitudes toward writing have been affected by high-stakes testing
under No Child Left Behind.
4. WHERE WILL THE STUDY TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST?
You are being asked to participate in an interview that will last approximately 60
minutes. Interviews will take place in an enclosed space on campus that allows for
privacy (e.g., a researcher’s office or a study cubicle in the Du Bois Library Learning
Commons).
5. WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO?
If you agree to take part in this study, you will meet with the researchers once for a 60minute interview. During the interview, you will be asked to reflect on your high school and
college writing experiences, your experiences with standardized or high-stakes testing, your
attitudes toward writing, and your writing process. You will also be asked to reflect on
some of your tutoring experiences, considering how you think high-stakes testing might
come to bear on everyday writing situations.
6. WHAT ARE MY BENEFITS OF BEING IN THIS STUDY?
We do not know of any ways you will benefit directly from participating in this study.
However, in participating in this study you may gain a deeper understanding of your
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writing practices and how they have been shaped, as well as a better understanding of the
contexts and backgrounds of writers you will work with in the Writing Center. You will
also help to extend current knowledge about the effects of standardized and high-stakes
testing on writers in college.
7. WHAT ARE MY RISKS OF BEING IN THIS STUDY?
We believe there are no known risks associated with this research study; however, a
possible inconvenience may be the time it takes to complete the study.
8. HOW WILL MY PERSONAL INFORMATION BE PROTECTED?
Your participation in this study and any information you volunteer during the study will be
kept confidential. The Director of the UMass Amherst Writing Center will have no
knowledge of your participation. The following procedures will be used to protect the
confidentiality of your study records and, if applicable, of audio tapes. The researchers will
keep all study records, including any codes to your data, in a secure location (such as a
locking file cabinet). Research records will be labeled with a code. A master key that links
names and codes will be maintained in a separate and secure location. The master key and
audiotapes will be destroyed three (3) years after the close of the study. All electronic files
(e.g., database, spreadsheets) containing identifiable information will be password protected.
Any computer hosting such files will also have password protection to prevent access by
unauthorized users. Only the members of the research staff will have access to the
passwords. At the conclusion of this study, the researchers may publish their findings.
Information will be presented in summary format and you will not be identified in any
publications or presentations. If during the audio-recorded interviews you provide any
identifying information (e.g., high school, hometown), this information will be altered for
presentations and publication to protect your anonymity.
9. WILL I RECEIVE ANY PAYMENT FOR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY?
You will not receive any payment for taking part in the study.
10. WHAT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS?
Take as long as you like before you make a decision. We will be happy to answer any
question you have about this study. If you have further questions about this project or if
you have a research-related problem, you may contact the first researcher, Lisha Daniels
Storey, at lstorey@english.umass.edu or 404-313-1081, or the faculty sponsor, Donna
LeCourt, at donnal@english.umass.edu or 413-545-6597. If you have any questions
concerning your rights as a research subject, you may contact the University of
Massachusetts Amherst Human Research Protection Office (HRPO) at 413-545-3428 or
humansubjects@ora.umass.edu.
11. CAN I STOP BEING IN THE STUDY?
You do not have to be in this study if you do not want to. If you agree to be in the study, but
later change your mind, you may drop out at any time. There are no penalties or
consequences of any kind if you decide that you do not want to participate. If you choose
not to continue your participation in the study, we will remove or destroy any and all of your
information or data.
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12.WHAT IF I AM INJURED?
We do not anticipate any risk of injuries in this study. The University of Massachusetts
does not have a program for compensating subjects for injury or complications related to
human subjects research, but the study personnel will assist you in getting treatment.
13. SUBJECT STATEMENT OF VOLUNTARY CONSENT
By signing this form I am agreeing to voluntarily enter this study. I have had a chance to
read this consent form, and it was explained to me in a language that I use and
understand. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have received satisfactory
answers. I understand that I can withdraw at any time. A copy of this signed Informed
Consent Form has been given to me.

________________________
Participant Signature:

____________________
Print Name:

__________
Date:

By signing below I indicate that the participant has read and, to the best of my
knowledge, understands the details contained in this document and has been given a
copy.
_________________________
Signature of Person
Obtaining Consent

____________________
Print Name:
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__________
Date:

APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Protocol for Tutor Interns
Reflections on high school writing instruction and experience with standardized testing;
reflections on transition from high school writing to college writing – preparedness,
changes, resources, etc.; discussion of college writing process, changes from high school,
etc.
Sample questions:
1. How would you describe your writing experiences (instruction) in high school?
What kinds of writing assignments or tasks did you have?
2. How did your school or particular teachers address standardized testing with
respect to writing?
3. Did you feel any kind of pressure with respect to performance and standardized
testing? Explain or elaborate.
4. How much of your writing experience in high school was influenced by
standardized testing?
5. How did your writing experiences in high school shape your understanding of
“good writing”?
6. How did your writing experiences in high school affect your attitude towards
writing?
7. What have been your impressions of college writing thus far?
8. How has your writing process changed since coming to college? Since starting the
tutor training course?
a. If necessary for clarification: How would you describe your typical
writing process for college writing assignments (let’s assume a longer
analytical or research-driven essay)?
9. How has your attitude toward writing changed since coming to college? Are there
any particular aspects of your college experience that have prompted this change?
10. How has your attitude toward writing changed since starting the tutor training
course? Are there any particular aspects of the tutor training course that have
prompted this change?
11. How did high school writing prepare you for college? What resources, tools, etc.
have you taken with you from high school to college? Are there aspects of
standardized testing and related instruction that are a part of that transfer? How
so?
12. Reflections on the writing assignments in the tutor training course: What have you
learned about literacy? About writing generally? About your writing?
13. How is the tutor training course different from other courses you have taken or are
taking in college, particularly with respect to writing? What does the course ask
you to do?
14. Impressions of tutoring / working with student writers: What assumptions, if any,
did you have about tutoring? Have they been challenged? How so?
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15. How do you think standardized or high-stakes testing might have impacted some
of the students you work with or will work with?
16. Have you given any consideration to what impact high-stakes testing may have
had on your writing practices and attitudes?
17. Have you given any consideration to how your experience with high-stakes
testing may impact your approach to working with writers? 7. Do you think highstakes writing/standardized testing prepares students for college and other writing
situations? How so or not?
Protocol for current (paid) tutors
Reflections on high school writing & high-stakes testing; how conceptions of writing and
writing process have changed in college; how high-stakes might have affected the writers
you work with; reflections on sessions that may have been impacted by the practices and
attitudes engendered by high stakes writing.
Sample questions:
1. How would you describe your writing experiences (instruction) in high school?
What kinds of writing assignments or tasks did you have?
2. How did your school or particular teachers address standardized testing with
respect to writing?
3. Did you feel any kind of pressure with respect to performance and standardized
testing? Explain or elaborate.
4. How much of your writing experience in high school was influenced by
standardized testing?
5. How did your writing experiences in high school shape your understanding of
“good writing”?
6. How did your writing experiences in high school affect your attitude towards
writing?
7. What have been your impressions of college writing thus far?
8. How has your writing process changed since coming to college? Since starting the
tutor training course?
a. If necessary for clarification: How would you describe your typical
writing process for college writing assignments (let’s assume a longer
analytical or research-driven essay)?
9. How has your attitude toward writing changed since coming to college? Are there
any particular aspects of your college experience that have prompted this change?
10. How has your attitude toward writing changed since starting the tutor training
course? Are there any particular aspects of the tutor training course that have
prompted this change?
11. How did high school writing prepare you for college? What resources, tools, etc.
have you taken with you from high school to college? Are there aspects of
standardized testing and related instruction that are a part of that transfer? How
so?
12. How do you think standardized or high-stakes testing might have impacted
students you work with or will work with?
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13. How does your own experience with high-stakes testing impact your approach to
working with writers?
14. Have you given any consideration to what impact high-stakes testing may have
had on your writing practices and attitudes?
15. Do you think high-stakes writing or standardized testing prepares students for
college and other writing situations? How so or not? What are the benefits or
drawbacks?
16. Do you think it is important for writing centers to consider high-stakes testing and
writing instruction with respect to our tutees? Why or why not?
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APPENDIX C
INITIAL CODES LIST
•

•

SCHOOL: when/how participants mention school, characterize or describe their
school, kind of school, or school culture
o “I felt pressure in school, but not really at home” (HEIDI 157-8)
o “the teachers really wanted us to do well on the MCAS as far as state
placement for our school” (they wanted to be ranked) . . . “the community
that I come from is a pretty affluent community” (HEIDI 190-1, 199-200)
(HS) WRITING INSTRUCTION: instances when participants
describe/characterize writing instruction in high school (e.g., this teacher taught
this, instruction was like this or about this)
o FEEDBACK as part of this instruction?
o KINDS/FORMS of writing?
! “usually all of my English assignments were based on the fiveparagraph essay, they were very strict about the format of it, so we
didn’t really deviate from, I guess a lot of it was based on MCAS
testing . . . . basically every paper was written in that format, we
never really did any work on how else to format a paper” (HEIDI
48-51, 55-57)
o ASSESSMENT — e.g., rubrics?
! “I always hated it when I got one [rubric], because I was like, I
don’t know what to do with this...or I just disregarded it. We
definitely had...you needed to have a thesis, you needed to have
supporting details, and you needed to have a conclusion” (also
PRIORITIES?) (RACHEL)
o GLOCs vs. LOCs
! “during my years at public school was when I learned how to
really clearly state your thesis statement, and how your paper’s
supposed to be structured, how to use quotes, how to cite
everything, but they didn’t focus much on grammar or punctuation,
it was more just like…the higher-order concerns, I guess you could
say” (BOBBIE 38-43)
o HS TEACHERS
! “intense teachers [English and social studies]” (BOBBIE 28-30) …
“intense . . . . very intimidating and overbearing . . . strict
instruction” (60-62)
! “they were very strict about . . . margin size and font size and just
being able to follow like whatever you were told to do” (BOBBIE
66-69)
! “the two teachers I had were really good at not just tearing you
down, but showing you how to do better, so I felt like they m are
me better writers, even though, like, sophomore year was like…not
great” (BOBBIE 82-85)
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“I had an English teacher my sophomore year who almost failed
me because my T touched my H when I was [laughs] writing an
essay . . . . she said that was a huge issue for later on in life”
(HEIDI 19-21, 27-30)
o WRITING FOR COLLEGE: writing instruction framed or directed at
being able to write in/for college (e.g., HEIDI 67-8 “senior year they were
trying to teach us how to write in college”)
COLLEGE WRITING INSTRUCTION
o FEEDBACK
o COLLEGE TEACHERS
TEST-RELATED INSTRUCTION: instances when participants mention or
describe instruction given on how to take a test or write for a test
o TEST PRACTICE / PRACTICE ESSAY: instances when participants
mention or describe practice test situations or kinds of practice tests
! This could be part of WRITING INSTRUCTION for some
participants, but for others whose teachers/schools did not spend
time on test prep, this will yield different responses
! “We would do [AP] practice exams continuously . . . the focus
wasn’t on like the actual writing, it was just, can you write in this
format that they want” (BOBBIE 71-74)
o TEST PREPARATION
! “they made it seem like it was a do-or-die situation, I feel like . . . .
for MCAS, I mean, they were also just, um, writing in general”
(BOBBIE 63, 65)
! HEIDI: SAT prep class in high school: “every day you would
come in and write, like a standardized essay for the SATs or do
like math problems . . . . it was based pretty much on those two
things and being able to do well on both so, it wasn’t very creative,
I guess, it was pretty rigid” (139-145)
o TESTING PRACTICES (?)
! What participants actually did, or were told to do, during the test
PRIORITIES: what’s emphasized in instruction or testing
o Sub-categories could be TIME, CONTENT, etc.
o STUDENT PRIORITIES — separate label? sub-label, along with
TEACHER, TEST, etc.?
CONSTRAINTS: related to PRIORITIES, what participants say they were told
not to do, or could not do, in tests or in writing
o Could also include DIFFICULTIES they have with aspects of writing or
testing
o “he said when writing for these kinds of standardized tests you couldn’t
take time to introduce your topic or develop any sort of lead or hook . . .
you had to just explicitly state your answer right from the beginning”
(LAUREN)
TIME could be a priority, a form of instruction … not sure where to place this
CONSEQUENCES, STAKES: the implications of tests (graduation, college
credit, etc.) as well as writing
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•

•

o FAILURE could be a type of consequence
o RELEVANCE?
! “I was thinking about going to UMass, and I was like, you know,
this...this test could mean a class, if I, you know, do really well on
it” (RACHEL)
! “MCAS…you need those to graduate, SATs you need in order to
get into college . . . . and then APs you needed in order to — well,
yeah, and colleges look at them . . . . the grades on the exams can
get you credits in college” (LAUREN)
! “So the whole point was, in order to be able to write in college,
like, our senior year, we needed to spend that much time on that
one essay . . . . ‘cause they said, I mean my teacher that year said it
[thesis, four-sentence paragraphs, extensive instruction on this one
essay] was crucial to succeeding in college, so if your paragraphs
are too short or too long, you would get into college and basically
fail your English writing courses” (HEIDI 91-8, 100-106)
! “…they were very much about the, you have to be able to write
like this to graduate, first of all, and second of all, to be able to
write in college, you need to be able to do this like…form of
writing or else you’re basically going to get kicked out [laughs].
Right away” (HEIDI 117-121)
READERS/AUDIENCE?
o “my teachers would say to our class, the graders looking at these exams
will only read your responses for a total of four seconds, so you cannot
spend a long time structuring your response” (LAUREN) (also,
CONSTRAINT - TIME?)
WORK/LABOR? See Lauren 275-77
o “I was taught [in college writing courses] how to work within it
[language], but not within my own words, but with other people”
(SHANNON 219-220)
PEER RELATIONS: how participants see themselves [their writing] in relation to
other students
o COMPARISON, JUDGMENT could be specific examples of this
o This could account for how participants talk about their experiences with
writers in the WC, but also about their relations to fellow students/peers in
HS and college classes, as well as friends, roommates, etc.
o PEER ASSESSMENT?
! “I talk with my roommate about this a lot, because in writing for
college, we were both just like shocked, by the level of writing in
some people’s cases, like you just expect now that you’re in
college, everyone’s like, you know, a good writer or whatever”
(RACHEL 372-375)
o PEER FEEDBACK
o [speaking about how AP courses were weighted higher in HS] “I don’t
think if you un-weight it that it will necessarily make you any better than
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anyone else, but it at least gives the semblance that you’re better than
other people” (LAUREN)
o “I can sympathize with people who have trouble writing introductions and
conclusions” (LAUREN)
o “teachers would tell students who were doing well that they were doing
well . . . and if they didn’t say anything to you, that was implying that you
weren’t good, or if you weren’t at the smart kids’ table” (SHANNON 114117)
o “there were good writers, in the same as there were people who were good
at math at my school, and there were people who were good at this, and
they were good at that . . . so I guess I definitely came to college thinking
that I wasn’t a particularly good writer” (SHANNON 123-127)
PRESSURE (?): these could be “external” — from parents, teachers, etc. — or
internalized, like with EXPECTATIONS
o I’m concerned about the binary or boundary set up by an “external” and
“internalized” distinction that might elide their relationality
o “there’s pressure from everywhere. I like to blame it on my parents,
because for a long time, my parents have expected me to be perfect, but
eventually that kind of just…you know…grew into my own expectations
of myself, and then I…my AP English teacher gave me like a B instead of
an A and I like started crying because I thought it would bring my GPA
down” (LAUREN)
o [Did you feel any pressure w/r/t performance in standardized testing?]
“maybe in the sense that I was expected to excel at it…but it was so
deeply ingrained that I was expected to except at it that I just didn’t feel
any pressure . . . . I clearly didn’t even feel that nervous about [the SAT
[because I didn’t study or prep for it in the slightest . . . . I think there was
definitely sort of my school’s idea of…you can pass standardized tests and
um, not only can you pass them, but you need to be able to pass them well,
and…I guess it just wasn’t an option to not do well on a standardized test”
(SHANNON 87-97)
AFFECT (?): instances when participants express or describe emotion, either in
terms of what they’re saying or how they say it
o Examples: “confident,” “frustration,” “stupid,” “hate/like,” “fun,” “enjoy,”
“nightmares”
o (BOBBIE 80-82) “I’d never been in that environment before, I felt like my
writing I was not as confident in my writing”
o (HEIDI 217-274, 280-1) To the question, “How would you say that your
understanding of writing has changed since coming to college,” Heidi
answers “Well, I really like writing now.” Then goes on to say that she
“was writing more about things that I actually cared about” in a sociology
class
! ATTITUDE TOWARD WRITING?
VALUES? : what participants point to, describe, or indicate is important to them
about writing
o enjoyment or pleasure
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(HEIDI 274, 279-283) Response to how understanding of writing
has changed in college is “Well, I really like writing now” …
writing in sociology “was really interesting cause I was writing
more about things that I actually cared about, number one, and
number two . . . as far as the standard format, I felt like it didn’t
matter as much like I always had been taught, so I really liked
writing” | assigns numerical priority to writing about things she
cares about, and then connects liking writing to the new flexibility,
or easing of strict ”standard format”
SELF-ASSESSMENT? instances when the participant talks about what they do or
don’t do well with respect to writing, e.g., GRAMMAR, INTRODUCTIONS
o “I came into college being really upset that I had to take writing for
college . . . . I thought that I would [place out of FYW], and I was kind of
bummed…but um…yeah, so I guess I thought I was a good writer coming
into college” (RACHEL 250-255)
o “so I guess I definitely came to college thinking that I wasn’t a particularly
good writer, and not even really understanding what good writing was, to
an extent. It was almost like there was definitely good writing, and I
wasn’t doing it, but I had no idea what good writing was” (SHANNON
126-130)
o PEER (PROJECTED) SELF-ASSESSMENT? (see SHANNON 295-304)
! (HEIDI 368-373) “interesting how everybody…writers and just the
stigma that certain writers have on them from such an early age,
that they’re not good writers, like people who come in all the time,
and they’re just like, ‘I’m a horrible writer,’ and it’s like, you’re
not . . . you’re not a horrible writer at all”
! + IDENTITY / WRITING IDENTITY
EVALUATION/ATTITUDE TOWARD TESTING: instances when the
participant makes direct statements about testing
o “I understand that, you know, standardized tests are supposed to measure
everyone equally, but I don’t think that kind of experience is standardized
. . . . education can’t really be standardized” (LAUREN)
o “I have a lot of disdain for standardized tests . . . it doesn’t have any
relationship to your intelligence, but to whether or not you can randomly
remember something right when it comes down to taking the test”
(SHANNON 256-260)
o “I don’t even think AP testing was a valid way to test whether I had done
anything for that class” (SHANNON 269-70)
o SHANNON (381-85): high-stakes testing, “by virtue of the fact that it’s
high-stakes” doesn’t prepare students for college or other writing
situations — high-stakes but without the time to spend on it
TRANSFER
o “I could pull in more things I’ve read in literature” (SHANNON 226) —
connected to agency and identity in language
TUTORING

183

•

o [“I started knowing when I was handing in papers that were As”] “. . .
having a strong thesis and . . . just all these little…stylistic things that sort
of make up an essay that I see in tutees’ papers all the time…’you just
randomly put that quote in there, okay?’” (RACHEL 227-235)
KINDS OF WRITING/NONSCHOOL WRITING
o “for a long, long time I’d just written stories, like creative fiction…and . . .
fan fiction all the time . . . I was just always writing, and always reading,
too” (RACHEL 261-263) [question: “other kinds of writing outside of the
classroom . . . what other kinds of writing did you do?]
o “I’ve done fun writing stuff on the side, and I knew that there was like,
differences between your academic writing and then my, like, casual
hobby writing, so I really didn’t like the academic writing part, cause I
knew there was this like very rigid, like expectations that you had to
follow, so I wasn’t as thrilled, and plus, we didn’t get to choose our topics,
either, or there wasn’t much flexibility, so I didn’t get to like have some
sort of creative outlet that way, but I still wrote on my own, and that was
like separate, so I had more freedom in that, so I still liked writing that
way, but I guess academic—it was just kind of like, ugh, it’s not cool, not
great [laughs]” (BOBBIE 117-129) +AFFECT?
o “I always liked writing on my own, like I’ve always . . . had a journal or I
used to write some poetry when I was younger just a little bit, but as far as
writing for school, I really…didn’t enjoy it” (HEIDI 230-234)
o Kind of interesting: (HEIDI 537-546) Told for SAT prep not to write
about pop culture or “non school” texts — only “concrete books that we
talked about in school”

Questionable:
WRITING PROCESS…? should this be part of another category? >> WRITING
PRACTICES?
o (SHANNON 447-459): “now [in college] I like to take the template and like
write, what the teacher wants, and answer everything in the . . . assignment sheet,
and then write my essay . . . whereas before I would just sort of start writing, and
by the end of it, I wouldn’t want to re-read it or proofread it or anything”
o “I use a lot of tips that we learned in the tutoring class . . . like, reverse outlines
are awesome, and I also like to break my paragraphs up and put them on separate
Word documents, cause that way if I want to delete one, it’s not like I see my
essay shrinking”
TEST IMPACT? part of CONSEQUENCES? Maybe STATED/EXPLICIT/NAMED
CONSEQUENCES, PERCEIVED CONSEQUENCES, EXPERIENCED
CONSEQUENCES?
“GOOD WRITING”?
o “…they showed us those examples of the good essays, and they were always
longer, and more sophisticated, yet that kind of contradicted what they were
teaching us, telling us we didn’t have time to develop that good essay . . . . kind of
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o
o

o

o
o

o

made me think that good writing’s unattainable. At least in terms of what we were
given and what we were able to do with it” (LAUREN)
CONTRADICTION … EVALUATION OF INSTRUCTION?
“I started knowing when I was handing in papers that were As and handing in
papers that were, um…that were Bs and so, you know, having a strong thesis and
having…you know, not just picking out quotes, but picking out the right quotes
and integrating them in the right way and then analyzing them thoroughly and
having a good connection to your next paragraph…just all these little…stylistic
things that sort of make up an essay” (RACHEL 227-235)
“so I guess I definitely came to college thinking that I wasn’t a particularly good
writer, and not even really understanding what good writing was, to an extent. It
was almost like there was definitely good writing, and I wasn’t doing it, but I had
no idea what good writing was” (SHANNON 126-130) + MYSTIFICATION
***Maybe a broader category: WRITING PERCEPTION (participants’
perceptions of writing, including ”good writing,” etc.)***
! META-AWARENESS
“coming to college, I’m pretty sure I was like, blown away that we could use like
the words I, you…that we didn’t have to follow, like, a five-paragraph standard
format, that your thesis statement could actually be anywhere, it doesn’t have to
be the very first sentence . . . so that was something I had to like break out of
freshman year, so I feel like it [writing experience in high school and/or
standardized testing] influenced a lot cause I thought that was how you’re
supposed to write forever” (BOBBIE 91-98)
“I felt like there was just one specific idea or standard of what good writing is,
which is like…perfect grammar, everything is absolutely clear . . . . I didn’t think
there was much room for the flexibility in what good writing is . . . it was very
rigid” (BOBBIE 102-107)
! “since going through the Writing Center tutor classes, obviously that
has changed and what good writing is and how that’s been informed”
(BOBBIE 107-109)
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